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1. Introduction
Wales & West Utilities submitted its Business Plan, the first under the RIIO model, in 2012. The Business Plan period 
commenced on 1 April 2013 and runs until 2021. 

Wales & West Utilities is committed to ongoing engagement with its stakeholders on both its Business Plan delivery 
and the company’s future activities more generally.

This approach is supported by two external stakeholder steering groups: the Critical Friends Panel and the Vulnerable 
Customer Forum. These enable Wales & West Utilities to take the views of key stakeholders in order to help shape 
business decisions the company makes. 

In April 2016, Wales & West Utilities held a series of workshops with wider stakeholders across their network area in 
order to get feedback on the delivery of the business plan to date and on its proposed activities for 2016/17. 

In May 2017, a year later, Wales & West Utilities hosted two workshops in locations in its network area. The format 
was similar to the previous year, whereby stakeholders provided feedback on progress over the previous year and 
proposed activities for 2017/18. 

This report details outcomes from the workshop that took place in Exeter. 

Westbourne was appointed, as a specialist stakeholder engagement consultancy, to independently facilitate and 
scribe the stakeholder workshops on behalf of Wales & West Utilities and neutrally report back on the outputs. 
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2. Overview of the Workshop

Attendees

There were four discussion sessions within the workshop that worked through Wales & West Utilities’ Business 
Priorities. 

• Workshop 1: Social Obligations. This included an overview of what Wales & West Utilities had done in relation
to three business priorities over the last year: ‘carbon monoxide’; ‘fuel poverty’; and ‘vulnerable customers’. It also
set out what Wales & West Utilities is proposing to do for each of the three priorities for the year ahead.

• Workshop 2: Major Incident Planning. This workshop discussed the programme of activities that Wales & West
Utilities had developed in relation to Major Incident Planning following feedback at last year’s workshops, as well
as the forward plan for the next year.

• Workshop 3: Designing our Future. This covered Wales & West Utilities’ activities in relation to two business
priorities: ‘lower-carbon future’ and ‘meeting future demand’.

• Workshop 4: Priorities for Next Year. This included a short introduction to two ‘new’ priorities that Wales & West
Utilities is considering adding to its business priorities: ‘connections’ and ‘customer service’. It also ran through
any outstanding priorities that had not been covered during the workshop so far. The discussion session focused
on ranking the business priorities to help allocate resource for next year.

Each workshop began with presentations by senior Wales & West Utilities representatives followed by roundtable 
discussions. The roundtable discussions were facilitated by trained Westbourne facilitators and stakeholders’ 
comments were captured by Westbourne scribes. 

A copy of the presentation given by Wales & West Utilities can be found here: http://www.wwutilities.co.uk/media/2424/
stakeholder-workshop-final-exeter.pptx.

After lunch, there were Q&A sessions that provided stakeholders with an opportunity to get more detail on two specific 
topics: ‘Future of Energy’ and ‘Social Obligations’. 

A total of 28 stakeholders attended the workshop. There was a range of representatives from different backgrounds, 
including representatives from business, local authorities (officers and members), NGOs and charities, the energy / 
utility industry, housing / development sector, emergency/resilience groups as well as supply chain partners. 

• ADBA
• ALH Systems Ltd
• Burdens
• CARCT
• Centre for Sustainable Energy
• Cornwall College
• Cornwall Housing
• Devon & Cornwall Housing Association
• Devon Branch of FSB
• Exeter City Council
• Fulcrum Pipelines Ltd

• Gas Safe Register
• Linden Homes
• Murphy
• National Energy Action
• Ocean Housing
• Paravail
• Plymouth Community Homes
• South Gloucestershire Council
• South Tawton Parish Council
• University of Exeter
• Warm Wales

http://www.wwutilities.co.uk/media/2424/stakeholder-workshop-final-exeter.pptx
http://www.wwutilities.co.uk/media/2424/stakeholder-workshop-final-exeter.pptx
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Workshop session 1: Social Obligations 

• Whilst support was shown for the work carried out by Wales & West Utilities to raise awareness of CO poisoning 
prevention, some stakeholders felt that Wales & West Utilities could deliver a better programme still, working with 
partners to reach a wider audience.

• Support was expressed for continued lobbying of Government to widen building regulations to include CO 
monitors. 

• There was broad consensus that a way of sharing PSR data needs to be agreed. 

• Stakeholders were supportive of the work to date on supporting vulnerable customers but wanted to see more 
partnership working in order to access greater numbers.

• Stakeholders felt that Wales & West Utilities’ fuel poverty activities should have a focus on educating the low-
income customers.  

• Stakeholders felt that Wales & West Utilities should lobby energy providers and Government for a means-tested 
approach to tariffs and support such as winter fuel payments. 

• Several suggestions were made as to how the ‘Safe & Warm’ website could be improved.

Workshop session 2: Major Incident Planning 

• There were mixed views on Wales & West Utilities’ proposed approach to major incident planning. Some felt that 
engineers should be working from day one, whereas others were comfortable with the proposal to take the first 
day to plan – as long as there was sufficient communication. 

• The customer self-isolation packs were generally praised, although there were a number of recommendations for 
how they could be improved and a number of stakeholders were concerned that not all customers would be able 
to do it themselves. 

• Stakeholders were mostly supportive of the initiative to address vulnerable customers by working through 
partners, with housing associations in particular regarded as key to this.

3. Summary of Feedback
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Workshop session 3: Designing our Future 

• Stakeholders supported Wales & West Utilities’ work in innovation and research, with a number saying it was 
ambitious, although there was a call to see a funding stream available for start-up businesses looking to develop 
in the green gas arena.

• It was felt that there was a need for more engagement on this issue, in terms of education of both customers and 
stakeholders who are not familiar with the subject. There should also be specific engagement, for example with 
farmers and with local authorities, to identify opportunities. 

• Additional suggestions were made, including looking at hydrogenation of carbon dioxide and the production of 
hydrogen through hydrolysis; promoting Wales & West Utilities’ work on biogas; working with local councils to 
develop digesters for food and garden waste; and smart modelling on a micro-scale to understand gas usage.

Workshop session 4: Our Priorities for Next Year

• Stakeholders agreed that Wales & West Utilities’ levels of customer service were good and therefore more 
investment was not necessarily required in this area, as long as customer satisfaction levels remained high.

• Most agreed that ‘carbon monoxide poisoning prevention and awareness’ should continue to be a top priority 
because lives were at stake. ‘Vulnerable customer support’ and ‘fuel-poor’ were also regarded as high priorities. 

• ‘Innovation’ was regarded as important, particularly in its ability to help support the progress of some of the other 
priorities, such as ‘low-carbon future’ and ‘meeting future demand’.

• ‘Major incident planning’ and ‘theft of gas’ were consistently ranked as lower priorities.

• Support for businesses that are potentially fuel-poor or vulnerable was put forward as an additional priority, as well 
as ‘safety’. 
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4. Workshop 1: Social Obligations
The workshop on social obligations was split into three business priorities: ‘carbon monoxide’, ‘fuel poverty’ and 
‘vulnerable customers’. 

Summary of Feedback:

CARBON MONOXIDE
The presentation covered previous suggestions made by stakeholders as to how carbon monoxide poisoning 
prevention and awareness could be improved and how Wales & West Utilities has acted upon these (including a 
revised CO strategy, school safety competition, events and partnerships). It also detailed future plans for further work 
in this area.

Some stakeholders felt that Wales & West Utilities 
could deliver a better CO programme, including more 
work in schools, working with housing associations 
and installing CO detectors as part of smart meter 
roll-outs. 

Whilst presence at local events was praised, it was 
suggested that Wales & West Utilities could consider 
stalls in places like local high streets at weekends, to 
reach a wider audience.

It was felt that areas that are off-grid should also be 
targeted.

It was thought that working with other organisations, 
such as housing associations, Citizens Advice, 
schools and community groups would help raise 
awareness further.

Support was expressed for continued lobbying of 
Government to widen building regulations to include 
CO monitors as well as smoke alarms. 

The idea of a shareable digital toolkit to help raise 
awareness was proposed.

It was felt that more could be done to reach more 
people, including those already defined as the target 
audience.

Stakeholders were interested in how other 
organisations could help with raising awareness of 
carbon monoxide safety where Wales & West Utilities 
is not responsible (e.g. suppliers of gas canisters 
which some use for cooking in tents at festivals).
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Q1. What do you think about what we have already
done?

Q2. What do you think about what we have 
planned?

Q3. What else do you think we should be looking at?

Local authority officer: ‘If they only had 225 
[competition] entries from primary schools and they’ve 
given out letters to schools in all of Wales and the South 
West, that’s a bit pathetic. They should be having 200 
entries from each school’.

Local authority officer: ‘I think that the approach that 
people who can afford to go to Bath & West can afford 
a CO monitor is a bit simple; a lot of people attend (the 
show) through their businesses for example. They (Wales 
& West Utilities) should be out and about offering them in 
places for a fiver or a tenner, like a stall in a town centre 
on a Saturday, as people go about their daily business’.

Local authority officer: ‘As a landlady, I had an 
obligation to give out CO monitors, so really all housing 
associations should be providing them and Wales & West 
Utilities could work with them’.

Parish/town councillor: ‘Are you only targeting areas 
that have a gas supply? We don’t have gas, but do have 
potential problems with CO through oil and solid fuel’.

Local authority officer: ‘Personally I was impressed 
with your review of your events, and the brave move to 
move away from bigger events to local events. How are 
you targeting those local events?’

Local authority officer: ‘I think targeting children is a 
good way of reaching adults by stealth’.

Charity group: ‘I think the branding and the characters 
in the leaflet are good’.

Emergency services: ‘It’s really good that you are 
teaming up with other GDNs. I would ask how broadly 
information is shared, do you have a digital toolkit to do 
so?’ 

Emergency services: ‘I thought the presentation and 
poster competition was a brilliant idea.’

Housing association: ‘This is the first time I’ve seen the 
Wales & West Utilities campaign on CO – there was a 
mention of another campaign in the presentation – why 
isn’t everyone getting together and having a campaign 
headed by someone? It seems a bit odd to someone 
outside of the industry seeing that it is not jointly run’. 

Housing association: ‘Do you need to look at how you 
hand over the (CO) detectors? Are you just handing them 
out, or is it a bit more involved? I can imagine giving 
people detectors and they take the batteries out, use 
them for something else and never use it’. 

Local authority officer: ‘You’ve said priority groups are 
under-14s or over-65s. My children have never brought 
anything home about this, but I’m under 65 so then it’s my 
responsibility to get one off my own back. It [information 
on CO] should be more in your face, not just for the 
under-14s and over-65s’.

Environmental representative: ‘Collaboration between 
WPD and Wales & West Utilities to do school work would 
be a great idea, are you looking at that?’

Housing association: ‘It would be good if there was a 
digital toolkit to pick from.’

Local authority officer: ‘I’ve never seen this 
[advertising] before.’ 

Parish/town councillor: ‘Parish magazines and parish 
councils are an opportunity I think.’

Engineering consultant: ‘National Grid do a Cub/Scout 
badge on gas safety, so there’s an opportunity there too.’

Engineering consultant: ‘A complementary CO detector 
should be given out as part of smart meter roll-outs. 
Smoke alarms are given out through energy suppliers, so 
should CO meters be. More pressure on energy suppliers 
should be a priority, especially with the connections 
through the parliamentary committee.’

Housing association: ‘I think you’re not speaking to the 
housing associations enough. We’ve done the detectors 
as a matter of course, ensuring the right conditions are 
in place. But there may be some we’ve missed, we don’t 
know. If we could reach out more that would be useful.’

Charity group: ‘It terms of a Citizens Advice point of 
view, anything you can forward to us would be fantastic.’

Housing association: ‘Sharing data with other housing 
associations would be really helpful.’
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VULNERABLE CUSTOMERS 
The presentation covered feedback from stakeholders last year on how more support can be given to vulnerable 
customers, and what Wales & West Utilities has done to implement new ideas and initiatives, as well as what it plans 
to do in the future. It detailed partnership working, the outcomes of the Stronger Together conference, customer 
training and Wales & West Utilities’ procedures under the BS18477 inclusive service provision. 

Support was shown for the work carried out by Wales 
& West Utilities thus far.

The issue of PSR data sharing and associated 
difficulties was raised.

It was also suggested that Wales & West Utilities 
could consider working with the Post Office, whose 
regular customers include elderly people and those on 
low incomes. 

Stakeholders suggested that Wales & West Utilities 
should work more with groups to access vulnerable 
customers, such as those that support older people 
such as Age UK and Help the Aged, as well as 
housing associations, rural parish councils, churches 
and hospitals.  

Q5. What do you think about what we have planned?

Summary of Feedback:

Q4. What do you think about what we have already
done?

Engineering consultant: ‘There needs to be some more 
work pushing this as a question of safety to regulators 
and Government so we can share information on our 
vulnerable registers.’

Environmental group: ‘Good progress but this is a really 
tricky area to tackle.’

Housing association: ‘We know who our vulnerable 
tenants are, our elderly tenants, and those on a low 
income. And we know who is and isn’t on gas – so we 
have a ready-made list.’ 

Charity group: ‘We go out to carers’ groups, dementia cafes.’

Local authority officer: ‘I think you should do more with 
groups like Help the Aged, Citizens Advice, people that 
older people go to for advice, who they trust – not just 
Fire and Rescue.’ 

Charity group: ‘I certainly found it very difficult to get 
the health services to engage. Doctors are so busy and 
have their own budgets etc. We tried to launch a project 
a year ago, and we went into every local surgery and had 
one response. We ended up developing them through 
hospitals and out-patients.’

Charity group: ‘We managed to get around 35 GPs 
involved. We managed to do that not by targeting the 
doctors, but the practice care managers. We ensured buy-
in through them, then accessed the doctors through that. 
It’s time-consuming, but you get very good results from it.’

Housing association: ‘The doctor’s surgery idea is great 
– why not extend it to hospital foyers as well?’

Academic: ‘You’re looking at targeting festivals, but 
it seems a bit hard on Wales & West Utilities because 
you don’t supply canned gas; it’s a similar situation to 
houseboats. Is it worth, as well as utilities, bringing those 
gas suppliers in?’ 

Q6. What else do you think we should be looking at?

Parish/town councillor: ‘The problem with people like 
Age UK is that it’s urban-centric. It doesn’t get out to 
rural areas, but the parishes are a good way of getting to 
everyone because we know people in our communities.’

Business customer: ‘We have Gloucestershire Rural 
Community Council, helping older people in particular in 
the rural areas. If there are equivalents in other areas you 
should certainly get in touch.’

Parish/town councillor: ‘The one [rural community 
council] in Devon is called Devon Communities Together.’

Housing association: ‘Housing associations do a lot of 
adaptations, so we’re aware of a lot of people and issues, 
and so we have a fair bit of involvement that could be 
useful.’

Housing association: ‘Our residents wouldn’t 
necessarily be looking at your website, but they may be 
looking at ours.’ 

Housing association: ‘Our operatives are the best 
prepared to pick up on the signs of vulnerability, hoarding 
etc.’

Environmental group: ‘There is a lot you can do on 
data sharing: water companies looking at debt servicing 
relative to income. WPD look at vulnerability data sets to 
understand whether PSR is under-represented.’

Housing association: ‘Housing associations collect lots 
of data on benefits, bedroom tax, etc. It can definitely 
be shared better, but I’m not aware of any place we can 
upload the data to.’

Energy/utility company: ‘Is there any value in trying to 
get engagement from the Post Office, for example, where 
there is a base of elderly people who go there every 
week, as well as people who are on low incomes and go 
there on a regular basis?’

Local authority officer: ‘You need to be speaking to 
local vicars, churches.’
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FUEL POVERTY
The presentation gave an overview of the UK’s fuel poverty strategy and looked at how Wales & West Utilities 
has responded to stakeholders’ feedback on how to support the fuel-poor. It detailed current initiatives, including 
partnership working and fuel-poor hubs, and provided details on plans for continued work to support the fuel-poor.

Summary of Feedback:

Stakeholders felt that Wales & West Utilities should 
lobby energy providers and Government for a means-
tested approach to tariffs and support such as winter 
fuel payments, and that this should be graded based 
on income, to avoid hard cut-offs for people who are 
slightly over a threshold for support but still on low 
incomes. 

A number of stakeholders raised the point that 
adequate insulation has a role to play and that Wales 
& West Utilities should consider their role in insulation 
measures. 

Whilst the website was praised, the point was made 
that not everyone will have internet access.

Several suggestions were made as to how the Safe & 
Warm website could be improved: 

• Introduce a live chat feature

• Review colours to ensure it is accessible to the 
colour-blind

• Provide information in other languages

• Take a ‘softer’ approach, offering help and advice 
and including case studies

• Use more images and icons, and less text

Going forward, it was felt that financial education 
of customers was important, as well as more 
collaboration with energy providers, local authorities 
and housing associations.

The role of schools was seen as important, with 
stakeholders agreeing that children could educate 
their parents after hearing about fuel poverty at 
school.

Q7. What do you think about what we have already
done?

Engineering consultant: ‘From our perspective, we 
don’t seem to do any of this. I’m going to take this 
booklet back and give it to our marketing team – it’s quite 
important!’ 

Q8. What do you think about what we have 
planned?

Charity group: ‘The biggest challenge we’re facing is 
the voucher eligibility, which seems to be tightened every 
year. Ofgem hasn’t said when they will be running out, but 
it’s likely to be in the next six to twelve months.’

Housing association: ‘A lot of it is around education 
on how to use your gas appliances and that it does cost. 
People get an unrealistic measure of what it is going to 
cost.’

Housing association: ‘A lot of our homes have smart 
meters fitted. It’s about helping people realise just how 
much it costs – education is important.’

Engineering consultant: ‘Suppliers need to be in 
partnership with your company.’
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Q9. What else do you think we should be looking at?

Parish/town councillor: ‘One of the things I feel is that 
nearly all of the measures that are implemented on fuel 
poverty are wiped out the next year by price increases. 
My bill has gone up 250% since 2000. I feel perhaps 
you need a new, social tariff where the first units used, 
both gas and electricity, are the cheapest, so you get 
penalised for using more. Those people in fuel poverty 
are not using anything because they can’t even afford to 
use a small amount.’

Engineering consultant: ‘I suppose Wales & West 
Utilities don’t sell electricity, but they can use their 
influence as a network supplier to force them [energy 
providers] to cap electricity at a reasonable rate.’

Parish/town councillor: ‘I did a survey of our 
parishioners and there are five or six of them who are 
between £1 and £6 a week over the threshold of whether 
they could get support. Is there a graded approach that 
could help people like this?’ 

Local authority officer: ‘From experience, I had British 
Gas come around and quote me for a new boiler and they 
quoted me £4,500. I told them they should be ashamed. 
Old people trust people like British Gas, so just relying on 
them to give vulnerable people information isn’t going to 
work.’

Engineering consultant: ‘Even things like u-Switch 
are not providing the best options. This goes back to 
things like if vulnerable people understand how to use 
computers and who to ask for information, and then what 
that information even means.’

Housing association: ‘Again, you need to work with 
the housing associations. We’re working with this charity 
representative as we speak. There’s a lot of technical 
work in terms of getting all the properties up to scratch – 
it’s a major project for us.’

Local authority officer: ‘We have a boiler-replacement 
programme too – this is something we’ve been working 
on.’

Local authority officer: ‘What would be interesting 
under the ECO2t is insulation measures. We’re finding 
that a lot of what we look at isn’t fit for purpose, so we’ve 
been doing a lot of re-insulating. We have different 
problems across not only cottages, but also new-builds.’

Local authority officer: ‘We’re putting lovely new 
heating systems in place, but all the heat is going outside 
to heat the seagulls’.

Business customer: ‘Education is important at schools 
too, because children will talk to their parents.’ 

Q10. What else do you think we should be looking at?

Engineering consultant: ‘A live chat function in to the 
Newport customer service office. Why can’t you get them 
to communicate with a customer, and give the human 
interaction the customer is looking for.’

Parish/town councillor: ‘One of the things you do need 
to change is the white writing on coloured background. 
I’m colour-blind and the orange and green there have 
completely merged and I can’t see the writing on it.’

Local authority officer: ‘You have to be careful not to 
make it too cluttered and messy. Videos are good though 
– short videos. I think you have the balance right there, 
although a few more links to further information wouldn’t 
take up too much more room.’

Charity group: ‘You have to be careful about too many 
phone numbers.’

Charity group: ‘Many of the people who most need that 
might not have access to the website.’

Housing association: ‘The biggest problem is that the 
elderly often don’t have access to the internet.’

Housing association: ‘The gas safety number should be 
more prominent.’

Emergency service: ‘The emergency service number 
should be included.’

Emergency service: ‘There should be a general 
information piece about how to turn off gas supplies.’

Housing association: ‘Pictures and click-through icons 
are popular. Less text, more images.’

Housing association: ‘Is it accessible in other 
languages? If so, how many?’

Business customer: ‘It’s almost like being a close friend 
– we’re here to help you, not to tell you off or challenge 
you. You may have various issues contributing to the 
problem, we’re here to help you.’ 

Energy/utility company: ‘You have to be careful, 
because so often people expect to get sold to on these 
sites – it could be useful to adopt a softer approach. Case 
studies of families who have benefited from a CO monitor 
could work well.’

Charity group: ‘Could have a map of services in certain 
areas.’
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5. Workshop 2: Major Incident Planning
The presentation gave some background on how major incidents are dealt with and an overview of stakeholders’ 
feedback on how planning can be improved. Details were given on what actions have been put in place by Wales & 
West Utilities in response, including improved communications, a revised strategy and sharing best practice.

Summary of Feedback:

There were mixed views on Wales & West Utilities’ 
proposed approach to a major incident. Some felt 
that it was important that engineers began as soon 
as possible. Others felt comfortable with using the 
first day to plan as long as it sped up the process 
in the long run, and as long as there was plenty of 
communication on day one. 

Whilst social media was felt to be a way of 
communicating quickly, it was felt that in a major 
incident Wales & West Utilities should also go out into 
the community and use partnerships to communicate 
on the ground.

In terms of self-isolation, most stakeholders liked 
the information packs although there was some 
constructive feedback on how they could be improved. 
Some stakeholders said that many customers would 
not feel confident in being able to self-isolate. The 
point was made that Wales & West Utilities also needs 
to educate the business community in how to self-
isolate. 

The point was made that the major incident exercises 
should not just take place during the week, but also at 
weekends. 

The point was made that there needs to be more 
communication between Wales & West Utilities and 
external stakeholders on major incident planning.

Stakeholders broadly agreed that you should rely on 
partnerships to support vulnerable customer during a 
major incident, particularly housing associations. 

Other ideas included having more merchandise or 
practical content that could be used at events. 
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Local authority officer: ‘No, they need to get out there 
and get on with it. First thing, they need an automated 
message on their customer call centre to say if you’re 
in a certain area you’ll be affected, if you need more 
information go to the website and if you still want to speak 
to someone to stay on the line. Then they need to tell 
the Local Authority and we can do all the contacting and 
press releases. And then they need to get out there and 
get on with it.’

Housing association: ‘You’ve got two different things 
here. Communication; people obviously want to know 
what’s going on. And then there’s repairing. If by delaying 
the start you can deliver and finish quicker, surely that’s 
important.’

Local authority officer: ‘Surely if the incident is to do 
with gas, then you want to make it all safe as soon as 
possible and not delay?’

Engineering consultant: ‘The licence obligation is to get 
to site within an hour, they’re not actually obliged to start 
work straight away.’

Business customer: ‘I was going to make the same 
point; you’ve got to make safe first, then have people 
on the ground doing communication. But I’m 100% in 
support of the engineers delaying the start if they get the 
job done quicker in the end.’

Charity group: ‘The biggest problem is that people will 
naturally go to their utility suppliers and not you, because 
you don’t have any customers.’

Housing association: ‘We run a full call centre, so that 
could be a useful resource. They seem to ring us about 
everything else that isn’t ours!’

Housing association: ‘I think it’s a really good approach, 
planning and getting everything organised before 
executing.’

Emergency services: ‘It sounds sensible, my only 
concern with the daily ‘pause’, would be somebody who 
was worried that they don’t see or hear from anyone for 
24 hours.’ 

Local authority officer: ‘It’s always nice to see 
someone. A lot of people wouldn’t understand why 
someone wasn’t there.’

Local authority officer: ‘I think it’s very important for 
Wales & West Utilities to be in charge of communications 
in case of an event, not the media.’

Academic: ‘Communication is even more key with the 
proposed plan because the customers will have the 
perception that nothing is happening.’

Housing association: ‘A mixture of both would be better, 
an initial small quick plan with local guys, whilst the set-
up is going on behind.’ 

Q1. What do you think of our proposed operational 
strategy?

Q2. Do you agree with our external communications 
process, and what else could we be doing?

Q3. Do you agree with our proposed approach to 
supporting vulnerable customers during a major 
incident?

Engineering consultant: ‘You need to get into the 
community and understand it. We used to do this and sit 
in village halls and own it until things were fixed. People 
need to feel that you are there and doing something. 
Delaying the start won’t help this.’

Charity group: ‘Communication is the key to the problem 
of not having any people in high-vis jackets looking busy, 
even if you’ve got a good plan behind the scenes. If you 
communicate everything well, people will be more likely 
to understand.’

Charity group: ‘The hourly updates, even if it’s the same 
information, let people know you’re taking care of it’.

Housing association: ‘I think you should add social 
landlords to the list of partners.’

Academic: ‘Not all customers will be on social media.’

Business customer: ‘Social media will get information 
out quicker.’

Local authority officer: ‘You’re all in it together. If you 
know that the situation is going to be longer than planned 
then you can use the vulnerable register to let people 
know, either through the local authority or yourselves. 
You just need to get the job done.’

Local authority officer: ‘You need to look to the majority 
and get it done ASAP, and when you realise the severity 
of the situation then focus on the vulnerable customers’.

Housing association: ‘If the gas was switched off, we 
could supply a temporary heater, for example.’

Charity group: ‘You have to work with partners – it’s 
common sense.’

Housing association: ‘Wales & West Utilities should 
work with housing associations to get a list of people who 
might need support in case of an event, with things like 
relighting etc.’

Housing association: ‘Wales & West Utilities should 
send out a text message to vulnerable customers, with a 
set of instructions – it’s about setting standards of service.’

Academic: ‘If you ask on social media whether people 
could inform elderly neighbours – a community setup – 
you could potentially reach vulnerable customers that way.’ 

Housing association: ‘I’m quite involved with the 
housing department, but I wouldn’t be able to readily 
access their information as easily as they could – but 
anyone in the organisation could help and point you in the 
right direction if there were a local incident.’

Housing association: ‘If you call us, within half-an-hour, 
we can have the information on our website.’  
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Q4. What do you think of the customer self-isolation and restoration packs?

Q5. Do you have any other views on what we have 
done / what we are planning to do / is there 
anything missing?

Environmental group: ‘I think the text is too small but 
that could be a good way of filtering out some people who 
aren’t capable of doing it themselves.’

Housing association: ‘Inform people that all local 
authority officer representative wear badges, to prevent 
crime/fraud.’

Housing association: ‘I have some concerns regarding 
language and data protection issues concerning writing 
your personal information on the sticker.’

Business customer: ‘There should be more imagery, 
fewer words.’ 

Academic: ‘RNIB guidance isn’t keen on having text on 
a dark background – maybe the most important things 
should be in black text on a white background.’

Housing association: ‘More pictures and less numbered 
steps – it’s difficult to look at and identify which step 
you’re at.’

Energy/utility company: ‘Would this go in an envelope? 
There’s the danger that it gets folded and then looks 
like a brochure and no-one reads it – maybe put it in an 
envelope with “important information” on it.’

Energy/utility company: ‘It’s a bit too chirpy and cheery 
to say that there’s a problem.’

Housing association: ‘A large percentage of people 
don’t open their mail in social housing – so it needs to be 
clearer what it is.’

Academic: ‘I think the sticker idea is really good.’ 

Local authority officer: ‘I worked in the streetworks 
industry and I’m a qualified engineer, and I wouldn’t turn 
my gas on and off.’

Parish/town councillor: ‘Having been in a major 
incident, our biggest problem was making sure that 
every household was isolated, so I do understand that 
something like this could be useful.’ 

Engineering consultant: ‘It needs to be half this size 
[A5], or I’d throw it straight in the bin’.

Local authority officer: ‘I think it’s unfair to ask people 
to do it. Old people will start fretting and start making 
more phone calls, and get themselves tied in knots.’

Engineering consultant: ‘There’s no braille in this for 
vulnerable customers.’

Engineering consultant: ‘I think this is a good idea. 
There will be people who are competent enough to do 
this.’

Housing association: ‘Maybe something that directs 
customers very clearly to where they can get updates.’

Local authority officer: ‘And for those people who have 
trouble accessing Facebook, have other options and 
clear instructions. Videos would be good.’

Housing association: ‘It’s great but you need it in lots of 
languages and formats.’ 

Environmental group: ‘Important to stress that if a 
resident is in doubt they shouldn’t do anything’.

Engineering consultant: ‘They should also test 
an incident not during the week, on a Sunday when 
everyone’s at home.’

Housing association: ‘We would certainly need to be 
involved in some way during emergencies.’

Housing association: ‘Create practical content to have 
at events, like a game teaching people how to turn off the 
meter.’

Housing association: ‘Fridge magnets or other 
merchandise telling people how to turn off gas would be 
useful.’

Business customer: ‘Everything is aimed towards 
residences – you’ve also got kitchens, restaurants, cafes 
with gas ovens, who would all have the same issue. They 
need something like this as well.’ 

Business customer: ‘Businesses need to be included 
and thought of – although I don’t know how many 
vulnerable ones there are.’
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6. Workshop 3: Designing our Future
The presentation provided attendees with a bit of background on the UK’s decarbonisation agenda and how energy 
networks (and alternative gas) are developing. It then summarised the feedback provided by stakeholders last year on 
two business priorities: ‘lower-carbon future’ and ‘meeting future demand’. For each, it ran through what activities were 
undertaken this year and what the forward plan is for next year.

Summary of Feedback:

Whilst there was broad support for funding research 
and innovation, a number of stakeholders commented 
that it was ambitious and that Wales & West Utilities 
should not rush into it. 

A number of stakeholders asked about the availability 
of incentives, with one stakeholder asking whether 
Wales & West Utilities had an innovation fund that 
could support start-ups to develop ideas in the green 
energy space.

It was felt that more could be done to educate 
customers who are not familiar with the subject.

Additional suggestions were made, including looking 
at the hydrogenation of carbon dioxide and the 
production of hydrogen through hydrolysis; promoting 
Wales & West Utilities’ work on biogas; working 
with local councils to develop digesters for food and 
garden waste; and smart modelling on a micro-scale 
to understand gas usage. 

It was felt that there was a need for more engagement 
with stakeholders on this issue, for example with 
farmers and with local authorities, to identify 
opportunities.

Q1. What do you think about what we have 
already done?

Parish/town councillor: ‘It should be the role of Wales & 
West Utilities to be at the forefront of innovation.’ 

Engineering consultant: ‘Under RIIO project, all the 
GDNs get 1% of revenue for innovation, but is that 
enough? Do you need to go to Ofgem and ask for 3%?’

Business customer: ‘Having information on the website 
is a good way to promote your work in this area.’

Housing association: ‘It sounds silly, but we were 
told oil would run out in the ‘70s and it hasn’t yet. So I 
suppose the question is, how long gas will last? Whether 
I’m happy for the gas network to continue depends on 
that.’

Local authority officer: ‘I think your modelling is good.’

Business customer: ‘I like the way you’re including 
biomass, although it still produces a carbon footprint I 
suppose.’ 

Business customer: ‘Are there any incentives for 
businesses to link in with you?’ 

Q2. What do you think about our proposed 
innovation projects? Do you think we should be 
doing more? 

Parish/town councillor: ‘The other thing I think would 
be a good thing is that if the gas networks were a source 
of information on new and innovative projects. I’ve been 
looking for costings for a thermophilic digester and no-
one will give it to me.’ 

Local authority officer: ‘I think the plans are ambitious 
enough in the current climate, given limited resources 
and more pressure from the government. Don’t run 
before you can walk. Although one thing is to keep pace 
with modern technologies.’

Charity group: ‘If anything, I think it’s hugely ambitious.’

Academic: ‘It seems there is good work being done, but 
there is huge separation between networks. With systems 
becoming increasingly decentralised, integrated energy 
solutions are necessary for localised solutions.’

Energy/utility company: ‘Hydrogen seems very new 
to the industry, people are still trying to get their heads 
around how it works – it’s almost harping back to the old 
conversion days where it’s a big undertaking, but there’s 
a need to show the benefits of doing it and why. It’s just 
so new.’ 

Housing association: ‘It needs to be taken on by the 
corporations first, rather than going to consumers – I 
know that everyone wants to be green, but unless there’s 
a financial benefit to people in their homes...’ 

Business customers: ‘Business can lead the way in 
natural gas before domestic use takes off.’ 

Housing association: ‘Does hydrogen affect the 
government regulations on gas boilers?’ 



Wales & West Utilities
Annual Stakeholder Workshops: Exeter May 2017

 19

Q4. Should we continue to fund and support 
research groups?

Business customer: ‘Do Wales & West Utilities already 
have a pot of money to help start-ups or small companies 
in this field? Can individuals or small organisations 
with brilliant ideas come to Wales & West Utilities to 
ask for specific funding to develop that? Is their 1% of 
revenue from Ofgem allowed to incubate start-ups with 
ideas for green energy? I represent the Federation of 
Small Businesses and I have never heard about any 
opportunities to work with someone like Wales & West 
Utilities’. 

Local authority officer: ‘Your achievements should be 
highlighted.’

Parish/town councillor: ‘I think you need to talk to local 
councils, for example in food waste collection and garden 
waste collection’. 

Business customer: ‘The feedstock issue is a difficult 
one, we’re pushing for food waste connections at the 
moment.’ 

Housing association: ‘Wales & West Utilities should tell 
people more about the benefits of green gas.’

Emergency services: ‘It’s interesting that confusion 
still exists in government departments about what Wales 
& West Utilities does – if they are confused, customers 
probably might be too.’

Environmental group: ‘I wasn’t up to speed with how far 
these projects had moved on.’

Local authority officer: ‘Lot of people think of gas as 
fossil fuels but it’s not.’

Local authority officer: ‘Lobby the MP.’

Charity group: ‘Most of the green gas stuff is probably 
more relevant for farmers and so on, so presumably you 
would look to target them about that.’

Q3. Do you think we have the right approach to 
stakeholder engagement? Q5. Is there anything else we should consider?

Parish/town councillor: ‘Another thing you could look at 
is hydrogenation of carbon dioxide – that’s been around 
since 1910. And production of hydrogen via hydrolysis. 
If we can use other electricity, for example from wind 
turbines to generate hydrogen through hydrolysis, then 
we can put that back in as fuel for when there’s no wind 
or sun.’

Charity group: ‘Hydrogen is used more in Germany and 
Hong Kong.’

Local authority officer: ‘I saw a scheme recently with 
a mixture of people with iPads and telemetry on their 
boilers, and they came back with some fascinating 
results. It showed, for instance, that two flats weren’t 
using gas, because certain flats didn’t need as much 
heating because of their positions. And, vice versa, 
somebody in an outer flat used less gas, which flagged 
up fuel-poverty issues. So that’s an example of how 
smart modelling, here on the micro scale, can be used.’

Local authority officer: ‘For me, there is an opportunity 
to expand your modelling to work with partners like us to 
get data on the end users.’

Housing association: ‘Are there any responsibilities or 
implications regarding energy efficiency?’

Housing association: ‘Gas is still the best energy 
solution for my customers. It’s the cheapest, and many 
customers don’t care where it comes from.’

Engineering consultant: ‘Most people don’t know about 
you’re doing with biogas.’
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7. Workshop 4: Priorities for Next Year
The presentation introduced two new priorities that Wales & West Utilities is considering adding next year: connections 
and customer service. It summarised what Wales & West Utilities was doing in each area. The presentation then 
covered any outstanding business priorities that had not been covered in the workshop so far, including: innovation; 
protecting the environment; smart metering and theft of gas. Finally, the presentation asked how its priorities should 
be ranked for 2017/18.

Summary of Feedback:

Stakeholders were asked to rank the priorities in order of importance. As an aggregate across all tables, the priorities 
were ranked as follows (high to low): 

Stakeholders agreed that Wales & West Utilities’ 
levels of customer service were good and therefore 
more investment was not necessarily required in this 
area, as long as satisfaction scores remained high.

In general, it was felt that changes to the connections 
process weren’t necessarily required given customer 
satisfaction is already high, but that if Wales & West 
Utilities wanted to change them their proposals 
were appropriate – both for domestic and for large 
commercial. 

Most agreed that ‘carbon monoxide poisoning 
prevention and awareness’ should continue to be a 
top priority, given that lives are at stake.

There was consensus that ‘vulnerable customer 
support’ and ‘fuel poverty’ were also important 
priorities. A number of stakeholders linked these 
priorities to ‘connections’, especially in rural areas 
where vulnerable and fuel-poor customers may not 
have access to gas connections. 

Stakeholders questioned whether ‘smart metering’ 
was Wales & West Utilities’ responsibility and also 
suggested it should come under ‘innovation’ and was 
closely linked to ‘protecting the environment’.

‘Theft of gas’ and ‘major incident planning’ were 
generally seen as low-priority by most stakeholders. 

‘Innovation’ was frequently considered an important 
priority, particularly as stakeholders felt it has the 
ability to have a positive impact on other priorities 
such as ‘meeting future demand’ and ‘low-carbon 
future’.

Support for businesses that are potentially fuel poor 
or vulnerable was put forward as an additional priority, 
as was safety in general.
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Housing association: ‘It’s brave to raise the targets 
when you’re doing so well’.

Local authority officer: ‘But you also have to ask 
whether it’s a worthwhile investment given you’re already 
doing so well’.

Housing association: ‘Should you continue raising your 
targets when you’ve already got such a good rating?’

Housing association: ‘It’s important to be able to rely on 
a company.’

Q1. What do you think about our proposed 
changes to the connections process – do the 
timescales / compensation seem appropriate? 

Q2. Do you have any comments on our approach 
to customer service?

Local authority officer: ‘They could set themselves up 
to fail if they lower their targets, because they still have 
to fit in with the local authority and all our legislation. If 
they lower those days then they might not actually be 
able to achieve this. Why are they doing this, are people 
complaining?’

Housing association: ‘If targets are too easy, they aren’t 
targets.’

Housing association: ‘The residents won’t complain 
about larger compensation payments. And what has 
inflation done to £10?’

Charity group: ‘The customer doesn’t know they are 
getting a payment, so for them it’s basically a bonus, 
even if it should be raised with inflation’.

Housing association: ‘I’m impressed that you give a 
date for the service to happen.’

Housing association: ‘I think that the changes seem 
sensible, and that it is an acceptable trade off.’

Environmental group: ‘The timescale seems shorter 
than usual for large-scale projects.’ 

Housing association: ‘The timescales look really good. 
I support an increase in compensation, but this kind of 
thing should be reviewed annually.’

Energy/utility company: ‘You’re clearly hitting targets 
very well, but when you look at GDNs in other areas 
such as London, it’s a complicated contract involving 
surveyors, booking in projects, struggling to get to the 
sites on time, which ultimately lets customers down – they 
need to significantly change the way they work in order to 
improve.’ 

Academic: ‘I think it’s perfectly reasonable to have 
longer timescales for commercial than domestic, since 
commercial is part of a bigger project.’

Local authority officer: ‘I think these are pretty good 
and if you want to up them that’s fine.’

Local authority officer: ‘I would suggest it is that you’re 
confident ir will have no effect on the company, but it will 
make the company look good.’
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Q3. Do you have any comments on our other priorities – which are the most important to you?

Fuel poverty:

Parish/town councillor: ‘I disagree that vulnerable is 
more important than poor, because 1 in 7 households in 
Devon is fuel-poor.’

Business customer: ‘I think vulnerable is 
more important than poor. I understand that 
poor might make someone vulnerable. But 
you could be vulnerable anyway.’

Theft of gas :

Engineering consultant: ‘Theft of gas can be 
rolled in to smart metering, because if you have a 
smart meter you won’t be able to steal the gas.’

Local authority officer: ‘Electricity theft 
you understand, but gas and water is more 
surprising.’

Academic: ‘I would keep “theft of gas” high, because 
recouping the money you’re losing through theft gives 
you the ability to invest it elsewhere.’ Innovation:

Parish/town councillor: ‘You need to look at 
combining innovation with a lower-carbon future’.

Local authority officer: ‘I would move  
innovation up as it creates capacity and  
allows you to do other things you need to do.’

Local authority officer: ‘Innovation is a very current 
trend – apps are making life easier, and so Wales & 
West Utilities should continue to focus on this.’

Business customer: ‘Innovation has to be 
slightly higher, because it’s going to be the 
future – hopefully it will let you sort out theft 
[of gas], lower-carbon future...’ 

Parish/town councillor: ‘You need to look at 
combining innovation with a lower-carbon future’.

Vulnerable customers:

Business customer: ‘I think vulnerable is more 
important than poor. I understand that poor might make 
someone vulnerable. But you could be vulnerable 
anyway.’

Parish/town councillor: ‘In the 2016 winter 
there were 30,000 deaths associated with 
hypothermia. You’ve got older people living in 
one room over winter because they can’t afford 
to heat the rest of the house. There is a major 
problem with this.’

Engineering consultant: ‘People do die of cold.’ 

Protecting the environment:

Business customer: ‘If protecting the environment is 
a target, then smart metering is a contributor. And the 
target should go above the contributor.’

Business customer: ‘Protecting the environment 
would go with ‘lower-carbon future’ – they go 
together.’ 

Academic: ‘[The environment] is taking a back seat 
with the Government.’ 

Low-carbon future:

Business customer: ‘I would query why a lower-
carbon future is as high as that. For me it’s an ancillary, 
it’s not a must. For me there’s no doubt that low 
carbon is good, but is it as important as meeting future 
demand? The key critical element of your business is 
meeting future demand, it’s simple logic. I feel the same 
about theft of gas – why do I care?’

Parish/town councillor: ‘I think that a 
lower-carbon future is a given, it shouldn’t 
be a priority because everyone should be 
doing it.’

Carbon monoxide poisoning  
prevention and awareness:

Local authority officer: ‘CO should stay as the top 
priority because you’re talking about life’.

Charity group: ‘With CO poisoning, it’s the 
safety issue there though, too, which could 
elevate it as a problem.’ 

Local authority officer: ‘CO is the biggest threat.’

Major incident planning:

Local authority officer: ‘Major incidents are so 
infrequent. I don’t think it’s a priority.’

Engineering consultant: ‘As long as you can 
deal with a major incident, then that’s fine. It’s 
an obligation under your licence to operate, 
not a priority.’

Parish/town councillor: ‘Major incident planning is 
done in every village. It’s not a priority.’

Environmental group: ‘It sounds like there 
hasn’t been a major incident for a long time, 
so it shouldn’t remain a priority.’
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Smart metering:

Parish/town councillor: ‘Smart metering has to come 
on a par with innovation, because that’s what it is.’

Environmental group: ‘Smart metering is 
important. It’s still not quite working well, 
especially the communication between 
contractors and networks. Networks have a 
big role to play in ironing out the problems 
with smart metering.’

Charity group: ‘Smart metering is not Wales 
& West Utilities’ responsibility, so I wouldn’t 
raise it.’

Q4. Is there anything missing that is not covered in 
our existing priorities?

Connections:

Parish/town councillor: ‘Thinking about connections 
[in relation to fuel poverty] would be useful, and that 
we can promote that as a parish council. As a village, 
we’ve got £8,500 coming in from a set of wind turbines 
that we could spend, there’s about £30,000 between six 
parishes – that could be on connections. And I think that 
there’s a scheme to give a subsidy too, but I’m not sure.’

Housing association: ‘I think connections 
should be high. From a housing association point 
of view, I’d love to be able to say that we could 
put every household on gas.’

Customer service:

See comments in Q2. 

Local authority officer: ‘I think if their 
customer service is above Amazon, they’ve 
got it covered. If it drops below Lidl they 
should worry!’

Charity group: ‘We’ve already discussed customer 
service not necessarily being the highest priority 
because you’re doing so well with it.’

Housing association: ‘But customer service 
covers everything, so I’d have it at the top.’

Meeting future demand:

Housing association: ‘Is meeting future demand 
getting more difficult, with the fall of reserves?’

Business customer: ‘Support for businesses.’ 

Business customer: ‘Could the fuel-poor take in 
businesses? A lot of business are run from home, mind 
you.’ 

Housing association: ‘Safety in general is missing from 
priorities.
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8. Q&A Sessions
After lunch, Wales & West Utilities held two Q&A sessions which were informal roundtable discussions to provide 
stakeholders with an opportunity for more in-depth conversations on specific topics. The sessions were ‘social 
obligations’ and ‘future of energy’. 

Social Obligations

Future of Energy

Wales & West Utilities were encouraged to promote 
awareness of gas isolation valves. 

There was a lot of support for getting energy from 
waste products. 

It was felt that cracking down on fraud would help 
Wales & West Utilities to do more to tackle fuel 
poverty.

Concern was expressed about the impact on 
biodiversity of farmers growing just one crop in order 
to generate gas.

One stakeholder suggested that Wales & West 
Utilities looks at the new HOWZ app, which measures 
energy consumption and provides feedback

It was also felt that, once created, a heat network 
should be transferred into a community interest 
company, with the original investor getting significant 
tax breaks and incentives.

It was felt that the industry, including Wales & West 
Utilities, could still do more to improve awareness of 
carbon monoxide poisoning. 

Concern was expressed that there isn’t enough 
demand for electric cars and that there needs to be a 
contingency to avoid investing too much in them. 

It was suggested that Ofgem should do more to 
encourage suppliers to do more to expand the PSR. 
It was felt that there was a lot more utility companies 
could do to share PSR data and that Wales & West 
Utilities should lobby Ofgem and others to make this 
happen.

It was felt that heat networks, if properly planned 
for new developments, would work well; although it 
was felt that they are costly and can’t be installed 
retrospectively into old infrastructure.

The question was asked as to how green gas could 
be stored.

There was interest in hybrid heating, with support for 
Wales & West Utilities spending money to run the pilot 
(The Freedom Project).  
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9. Written Feedback
After the workshops, stakeholders were asked to fill out written feedback forms. A summary of the written feedback 
received across both workshops is as follows:

Very
interesting

Interesting Not
interesting

76%

24%

No comments available 
Very

interesting
Interesting Not

interesting

76%

24%

Overall, did you find the workshop to be:

Did you feel that you had the opportunity to make your points and ask questions?

76%

24%

Strongly 
agree

Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree

76%

24%

Strongly 
agree

Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree

“Great wide engagement 
outside of Wales & West 

Utilities”

“Table format with  
facilitator works well”

“Well moderated and good 
timings. Very good flow with 

cover of major topics”

“Well managed 
table discussions”
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44% 56%

Strongly 
agree

Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Did we cover the right topics for you on the day?

What did you think of the way the workshop had been facilitated?

28%

72%

Very
good

Good Fair Not so
good

28%

72%

Very
good

Good Fair Not so
good

“Excellent.”

“Well run, plenty of 
opportunities to participate.”

“Very well facilitated,  
rushed at times on some 

sessions.”

“Varied overview of 
Wales & West Utilities’ 

priorities.”

“Half of the topics were 
relevant to us.”

“As FSB policy representative, my motivation 
for attending was to establish contacts.”

“Very good structure.”
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20%

80%

Very
good

Good Fair Not so
good

What did you think of the venue?

“Easy access and 
parking”

“Easy access  
from M5.”

“Venue very easy M5 access. Thank you, 
Bristol or Cardiff maybe?”

Would you be interested in attending future workshops on this subject?

“Continuous learning, 
engaging together 

approach.”

“The future of gas sections / 
innovation.”

Yes

92%

8%

No

Yes

92%

8%

No

20%

80%

Very
good

Good Fair Not so
good
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Do you have any other comments?

“Often felt we were just 
taking part in a Wales & West 

Utilities’ customer survey.”

“A balanced meeting, with 
excellent content, well presented. 
Broad range of topics discussed.”

“I found this a very interesting insight into 
other aspects of Wakes & West Utilities.”
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