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WASH ADVICE SERVICE
COVID-19 has created a multitude of issues for vulnerable energy customers 
– many have found their incomes drastically reduced due to redundancy or 
being furloughed. Meanwhile, millions of people were shielding and have been 
forced to spend an increased amount time in their homes which has resulted in 
increased energy usage, with many falling into fuel debt or finding themselves 
unable to top up their prepayment meters. 

Unsurprisingly, we have had many people contact our Warm and Safe Homes 
Advice Service struggling to top up their prepayment meters and we’re pleased 
that NEA is currently able to offer a limited amount of emergency top-up 
vouchers for prepayment customers who meet our eligibility criteria. 

If you are working with vulnerable clients but you do not have the resources to 
directly support them, we may be able to help. 

Aside from the emergency top-ups, our advice service may be able to help with:

  Warm Home Discount and Priority Services Register information
 Support with gas and electricity accounts including fuel debt
 Switching suppliers
  Energy efficiency
  Trust fund applications
  Water rates
  Benefits advice and income maximisation

If you would like to refer a client for an emergency prepayment top-up or for 
another service offered by the advice service, you can refer them using our 
simple form at www.nea.org.uk/advice/wash-advice. Clients can contact us 
directly by calling 0800 304 7159 for free. 

Clients can also directly contact our
Income Maximisation Service 
by calling 0800 138 8218.
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Back in May, I was delighted to rejoin NEA in a new role as 
Head of NEA Cymru. This is a new position. While we continue 
to deliver advocacy and accredited training, I will be working 
with colleagues to rebuild our capacity and capability in 
Wales, ready to help tackle the complex fuel poverty and 
decarbonisation challenges ahead.

The Climate Change, Environment and Rural Affairs 
Committee has recently concluded its inquiry into fuel poverty 
in Wales. And the Welsh Government is preparing to consult 
on its new strategy, which will set the framework for action for 
years to come. 

Right now, though, we know that the far-reaching impacts 
of COVID-19 are not being felt equally. 155,000 fuel poor 
households in Wales – and potentially many others now – are 
more exposed than before.

Alongside urgent concerns for health and well-being, we 
understand many are concerned about affording bills, missing 
payments, or experiencing practical issues trying to top up 
prepayment meters. We believe households are often not 
aware of the energy-related support that is available to them. 
Or when they are, face further difficulties in accessing help. 
Or find that support across suppliers is not consistent. No 
doubt industry too is facing significant challenges of its own in 
meeting the developing needs of customers.

It is crucial we all reflect and learn from what it’s like to work 
through COVID-19 in Wales and the impacts the crisis is 
having on our at-risk and fuel poor neighbours. We’d like to 
thank Welsh organisations that responded to our recent call 
for evidence to seek the views and experiences of working to 
support vulnerable customers or clients during the pandemic. 
We look forward to sharing examples of best practice between 
now and the dissemination of the Fuel Poverty Monitor in 
September. 

This is a critical time. It is also a period of connection. As others 
have said, in times of crisis collaboration is not a choice. It is the 
only way to respond. Over the coming months, NEA Cymru will 
continue to work in partnership, engaging with Government, 
the Senedd, Ofgem and industry, train frontline staff (via 
webinar and supported e-learning), and hold a series of digital 
events including a Wales Fuel Poverty Forum (27 July) and 
Cross Party Group on Fuel Poverty and Energy Efficiency (23 
July).

As I lead our work in Wales, please do share your views, 
experiences and evidence with me at 
ben.saltmarsh@nea.org.uk. With your insight, we can plan and 
co-ordinate our efforts to respond together to help bring about 
a warm, sustainable future for all. 

NEA Cymru: the road ahead

20 JULY 10 AM-12 NOON FUEL POVERTY FORUM: WEST MIDLANDS 

21 JULY  1 PM-3 PM  FUEL POVERTY FORUM:  NORTH EAST

22 JULY 10 AM-12 NOON FUEL POVERTY FORUM: YORKSHIRE & THE HUMBER 

27 JULY 10 AM-12 NOON FUEL POVERTY FORUM: WALES 

28 JULY 11 AM-12 NOON NEA SPOTLIGHT SESSION: CONNECTING HOMES FOR HEALTH 

29 JULY 10 AM-12 NOON FUEL POVERTY FORUM: SOUTH WEST

Forthcoming digital events from NEA

These digital events are free to attend and held on the Zoom platform. For more 
information and to register visit nea.org.uk/events
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that regularly encounter those in or at risk of fuel poverty. 
Many organisations have already taken advantage of this – 
choosing this time to upskill their staff and volunteers with the 
knowledge to help those most vulnerable in society.

The demand for our training and webinars has been high but 
it would have been incredibly irresponsible for us to have 
rushed into delivering webinars to hundreds of blank and 
muted Zoom screens, which is why when we launched our 
webinar programme we limited each session to 10 delegates 
with two trainers delivering to, and supporting the learner. 
Like all organisations we have targets to meet – but we will not 
compromise the experience for delegates as we’d be doing a 
disservice to you and to your clients who need your help now 
more than ever.

The webinar and training programmes are not merely our 
trainers sharing their screens and talking from PowerPoint; 
we’ve delivered training for over 30 years and we know that 
isn’t a way to truly engage learners. So the team has worked 
incredibly hard to embed interactivity throughout the sessions 
meaning that learners can fully consume the content, ask 
questions of the trainers and interact with each other.

We fully recognise and respect that digital training is unlikely 
to ever fully replace face-to-face training but in a time when 
vulnerable customers need us more than ever, we’re pleased 
that we’ve been able to develop training to support frontline 
workers to gain the information they need from where they 
are. E-learning has huge benefits to many organisations, 
learners can learn in their own time and save time and money 
on travel and accommodation. But as restrictions lift we need 
to remember the fantastic work that the team has done as we 
move towards a more blended learning approach.

As I finish this piece, I’d like to pay a huge testament to my 
team for the incredible work they’ve achieved this year. I’d also 
like to thank everyone who has taken part in our training so 
far since lockdown began and on behalf of my team, we look 
forward to meeting new delegates. 

If you’re a staff member or a volunteer for a non-commercial 
organisation, you can book onto a free e-learning and/or 
webinar place please email lynsey.thompson@nea.org.uk. If 
you are a commercial organisation, we can still support you, 
please get in touch to discuss requirements. 

COVID-19 has been a huge challenge to many of us both 
personally and professionally, but our NEA Training team has 
risen to this situation and managed to expand our established 
e-learning and digital training offer. 

COVID-19 also created challenges for the energy industry 
and for frontline workers – whose usual ways of working have 
been primarily face-to-face so adjusting to working solely 
using online platforms and via telephone brought its own set 
of obstacles. My team are no longer travelling to different ends 
of the country and are now working from home – outside of 
missing the sights of the East Coast mainline, many of us are 
facing other unexpected problems whether that is sharing 
an office with your partner or having your two kids as special 
guest stars in team meetings. But for the NEA Training team, 
working remotely has given us a unique opportunity to deliver 
a sector-leading comprehensive online training programme to 
frontline workers.

While it wasn’t clear at the beginning of the year how 
much COVID-19 would impact the UK and our delivery, we 
developed a COVID-19 action plan for training which included 
the development of a webinar programme – meaning that 
these sessions are a culmination of nearly six months’ work 
as opposed to reactionary ad-hoc sessions. The programme 
is based on our established courses that we have been 
running for years and we have been constantly updating so 
learners can find out about what support the energy market is 
providing in relation to COVID-19.

E-learning isn’t new to us, we’ve successfully delivered our 
Energy Awareness course online for nearly a decade and 
our Fuel Poverty and Health course for the last four to five 
years. Since lockdown was announced, the team have worked 
tirelessly to design and develop a webinar programme 
including webinars such as  Vulnerability in the Energy Market 
and  Fuel Poverty and Health (more to come!)  We have been 
given permission by City and Guilds to allow us to deliver 
the Energy Awareness course assessment online meaning 
learners can gain the Level 3 qualification without leaving their 
home desk. This makes our training much more accessible to 
smaller organisations and those delivering advice to remote 
communities.

COVID-19 has made funding of many organisations unclear 
– which is why we are thrilled to offer free training to front-
line staff and volunteers of non-commercial organisations 

Chris Ellis, Training and Assessment Manager for NEA 
supports our training team to be a major contributor to the 
energy skills market through the development and delivery 
of quality assured, certificated training courses supporting 
organisations who assist vulnerable customers. Chris writes 
about the experiences and developments of NEA’s training 
team since lockdown begun. 
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New research has demonstrated the ‘life-changing’ impact of targeting heating 
improvements at people at risk of cold-related ill health.

The Connecting Homes for Health pilot project was delivered 
by NEA, Northern Gas Networks (NGN) and YES Energy 
Solutions. In what is believed to be an industry first, it combined 
funding from the Fuel Poor Network Extension Scheme and 
Warm Home Discount industry initiatives to install free gas 
connections and central heating systems in over 100 properties 
in the North East of England, whose residents were on low 
incomes and at risk of cold-related ill health. Residents also 
benefited from support and energy advice on how to use their 
new systems effectively, improve energy efficiency and reduce 
fuel bills.

The research project tested and measured not only the impacts 
of the support on the health and wellbeing of vulnerable 
residents, but also aimed to understand the wider potential for 
incorporating health-based eligibility criteria into measures-
based schemes. 

The results demonstrate clear and significant impacts. Before 
receiving help, more than eight out of 10 participants felt 
that their health was affected by being unable to keep warm 
at home, which reduced to less than one out of 10 after 
intervention. They also reported improvements in how easy 
their new systems were to use, how affordable they found their 
energy bills and how well they could keep their homes warm.  

One participant remarked: “The scheme has just literally 
changed my life. The improvement in my health has changed my 
life.” Another said: “It’s been fantastic. It’s the best thing I ever 
got done, because if I hadn’t gotten it done, I’d be sitting here freezing now. I’d have no money in the bank and I would probably 
owe my energy supplier a fortune. It’s made my life a whole lot better.” 

The study also demonstrates the wider potential of tackling health inequalities by combining funding in this way, and provides 
insights and recommendations on how future schemes could be shaped.

Dr Jamie-Leigh Rosenburgh, who led the research on behalf of NEA said: ‘It’s widely acknowledged that warm homes can save 
lives, but sadly there is still not enough being done to really address this. With the grim prospect of a second wave of COVID-19 this 
winter, it’s vital that we do everything we can to make homes warmer, safer and healthier. 

“Thanks to Northern Gas Networks, the Fuel Poor Network Extension Scheme and Warm Home Discount industry initiatives 
funding we were able to bring warmth and comfort to over 100 households. We hope that Health and Social Care agencies, Ofgem 
and others will learn from the research so it is able to bring benefit to many millions more. ‘’ 

The full report is available to download from the NEA website: www.nea.org.uk/research/connecting-homes-health

Connecting Homes for Health

Magazine over photo courtesy of Northern Gas Networks
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PEOPLE LIVING 
IN WATER 
POVERTY AND 
FUEL POVERTY
Earlier this month, Marcus Rashford surprised everyone with 
his open letter to the Prime Minister which highlighted his 
experiences of living in a low-income household; his campaign 
resulted in the agreement to extend the free school meal 
voucher scheme over the summer holidays in further response 
to the economic uncertainty of the COVID-19 crisis. As part 
of his social media engagement, he asked people to take a 
second to think about those who had their water disconnected 
in lockdown. A number of organisations across the water 
industry were quick to acknowledge that this was inaccurate 
– a water company cannot disconnect a domestic customer 
for non-payment in the UK – but the sentiment of his message 
isn’t wrong. Some households may be actively restricting their 
water use in an attempt to save money. And we know that 
households don’t just struggle with one bill in isolation – if a 
household has self-disconnected from their energy supply, 
then there will be no way of heating their water for a shower, so 
in theory you could argue that their access to water, specifically 
hot water, is restricted. 

I’ve often referenced that the United Nations recognise the 
access to safe, clean and affordable water as a human right. 
And Marcus Rashford’s comments about disconnection 
are valid in some countries around the world – the USA, 
particularly in states like Detroit, are seeing frightening 
numbers of disconnections for non-payment during this 
crisis, just when water is needed most. And in June, the UK 
media have also highlighted the issues faced currently by the 
Travelling community, who haven’t been able to access water 
or toilets during this crisis. While access to water usually isn’t an 
issue in the UK, this shows that it still can be. 

As the economic impacts of the pandemic are becoming 
better known, the amount of customers in need of support due 
to reduced incomes, redundancies, health impacts and more, 
is increasing. We welcomed the water companies’ response to 
the short-term impacts of the crisis, by agreeing to consistent 
support through payment holidays, debt payment matching, 

and extensions to their social tariff schemes. Now it’s time for 
the industry to focus on the medium to long-term impacts too. 
We were pleased to publish our paper ‘Water Poverty – the 
consistency of social tariffs’, and an accompanying short 
paper ‘Social tariffs – the impact of COVID-19’, which highlight 
some of the issues with the current social tariff guidance 
and how they have been amplified as a result of the crisis. 
We’ve called for Government to review the guidance on an 
expedited timeframe, to address the issues that cause the 
postcode lottery across England and Wales. One of the key 
issues that needs to be addressed if water companies are to 
continue to support the households in financial difficulty, 
is how social tariffs are funded. Currently, they are funded 
through customer cross-subsidy, with broad acceptability 
from customer engagement. But the range of cross-subsidies 
is significant (there’s a difference of £14 from the lowest to 
the highest for 2020/21 bills) meaning that support levels and 
eligibility criteria vary greatly. Some companies are already 
using the maximum levels of agreed cross-subsidies, so where 
do they access the funds needed to support the households 
that suddenly find themselves struggling to pay?

If you haven’t already, you can read the social tariff papers at 
www.nea.org.uk/social-tariffs/. One positive that has come 
from this crisis is that people seem to be more considerate of 
others, and of recognising that some people’s situations are 
worse than our own. Maybe that makes now the best time to 
take action, to make the changes needed to safeguard and 
support the most vulnerable in our society, and to build back 
better to find ourselves in a fairer world when this pandemic is 
finally over. 

For more information on NEA’s water poverty work, or to get 
involved with us, please visit: www.nea.org.uk/water-poverty 
or contact Jess Cook, Project Development Manager at NEA: 
jess.cook@nea.org.uk. 

Follow her on twitter  @JessCook_NEA
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Responding to the unfamiliar demonstrates the depth, 
flexibility and capability of a business.  Responding to a crisis 
like COVID-19, also says a lot about the culture and resilience 
of that company.  As chair of the independent customer 
engagement group at Western Power Distribution (WPD), I 
have had the opportunity to see how a critical link in getting 
electricity to homes and businesses across England and Wales 
has responded to our collective crisis.

Events and the unexpected caused by severe weather, such as 
storms and snow, are usual seasonal issues for the 6,500 staff 
at WPD, as they keep our lights on.  A global pandemic with 
significant government interventions impacting every aspect 
of its daily operations, is another matter altogether.  

Staff safety and well-being was the top priority.  While 
homeworking was applied for all those who could from the 
start – with over 1,000 laptops built to facilitate homeworking 
in around ten days - the continuation of repairs and activity 
to keep essential services operating required key staff to 
continue to work on site, in offices, at their contact centre and 
in control rooms to ensure services meet customer needs and 
regulatory requirements.

WPD is the distribution network operator (DNO) responsible 
for the network of substations, cables and connections that get 
electricity from the National Grid to homes and businesses.  At 
the start of the lockdown, as with other companies, WPD had 
teams of people working in offices responding to customers: 
if the power went off, or they needed a new connection or 
wanted to install an electric car charger.  The rapid move to a 
home working approach meant many staff were working from 
home, still answering inbound calls in seconds, maintaining 
the high satisfaction customers expect from WPD.  There were 
no plans in place for this exceptional transformation and the 
ability of the teams and managers to deliver in such a short 
time, without impacting service, demonstrates the agility and 
customer focus engrained in WPD.

As a customer engagement group, we have a key focus 
on how the company supports customers, particularly 
vulnerable customers currently and for the next price review 
period (2023-2028).  The company already has an extensive 
support package with over 200,000 customers benefiting 
from additional support and assistance through their Priority 
Services and fuel poverty support schemes each year.  

By rapidly developing and implementing their “In This 
Together” - Community Matters Fund of £500,000 the 

company responded to the significant additional pressure on 
established and fledgling support networks in communities, 
supporting domestic customers.  Over 300 networks, charities, 
community groups and local councils secured funding, 
meaning over 400,000 people (and rising) directly benefited 
from the fund at this challenging time for them.  WPD also 
provided support in kind, using staff and vehicles to deliver 
much-needed additional support in communities across their 
operating areas in Wales and England.

There is no doubt the economic effect of the crisis will have 
an impact on WPD, at a time when we as the customer 
engagement group are challenging their business plan 
development assumptions and process and the regulator is 
waiting in the wings to scrutinise their final submission in what 
is stacking up to be a very challenging price review.  

Customers have been clear as to the importance of the 
company continuing to invest in supporting the transition to 
a low carbon future and improving the long-term resilience 
of the network.  As further research is underway, we will be 
looking in detail at any change in customers’ views following 
the pandemic, and how they may influence the approach 
adopted in the WPD business plan.  

There is little doubt the company will face challenges in its 
investment plans and the regulator will have to be agile in 
considering the approach to embed the lessons learnt, and 
evolving needs of customers.

It is essential customers’ and stakeholders’ evolving views 
continue to play their part in influencing the next business 
plan as well as our collective progress to a low carbon future, 
with energy efficiency measures in homes and business and 
renewable energy measures linked to the network.  Maximising 
the existing infrastructure in local as well as regional and 
national networks will be one element to enable delivery of 
declared climate emergencies in local councils and will support 
moves for decarbonisation.

Across the last quarter, both company and communities have 
demonstrated a great resilience and ability to adapt with 
astounding efforts demonstrated everywhere.  This rekindled 
community spirit of partnership and engagement allowed 
rapid change.  They led to challenges of existing assumptions 
about what is possible and led to new solutions being 
implemented.  The same approach that is essential for our 
move to a net zero carbon future and achieving an integrated 
approach to meet the 2050 target.

CUSTOMERS AT THE FOREFRONT IN 
A CRISIS, AND BEYOND
Duncan McCombie, Chair of the Customer 
Engagement Group at Western Power Distribution
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We are living through extraordinary 
times and circumstances. The 
COVID-19 pandemic and the resulting 
lockdown measures have had a huge 
impact on our daily existence and our 
economy - most tragically through the 
many lives lost to the virus.

As suppliers of an essential service, the 
energy sector is well versed in dealing 
with disruption and ensuring it can 
continue to deliver gas and electricity 
supplies without interruption. However, 
this situation has been quite different to 
anything we have dealt with before.

The sector’s immediate priorities were 
providing support for customers, 
particularly those in vulnerable 
circumstances – as well as safeguarding 
their own employees’ safety. While 
supporting those customers most 
in need has always been a priority, 
it was very clear that urgent action 
and adaption to this unprecedented 
situation was nevertheless required. The 
importance of cooperation, information 
sharing and innovation have been key to 
the response so far.

What has the energy sector 
done?
The impact of lockdown, including 
self-isolation and shielding measures as 
well as businesses closing with workers 
being furloughed, has had a huge and 
immediate effect on energy customers 
and will continue to do so for a long 
time ahead. Many people have found 
themselves in financial hardship or 
difficulty as a result - some for the very 
first time.

As Energy UK, we moved quickly to 
lead work with the Government, Ofgem 
and Citizens Advice in order to put in 
place a set of high level principles to 
ensure the sector provided support 
and reassurance to those households 
impacted by COVID-19.

The principles focused around the 
following four themes:

 Identifying and prioritising 
customers at risk
 Supporting customers impacted 
financially as a direct or indirect result of 
COVID-19
 Supporting prepayment meter 
customers directly or indirectly impacted 
by COVID-19 to stay on supply
 Providing information to customers

Many companies have also gone 
further to support their customers 
and communities. For example, by 
supporting local food banks and 
charities with grants and surplus food, 
volunteering staff to help with food and 
medicine deliveries and providing spare 
PPE equipment to key workers. 

Like all businesses, energy suppliers 
were also impacted by the pandemic, 
particularly at the onset of lockdown. 
Suppliers worked hard to relocate 
customer service operations and used 
flexible working to enable as many staff 
as possible to work from home and help 
return services to normal - or as close to 
normal as is possible in what continue 
to be challenging circumstances. 
Reorganisations of this scale would 
normally take months to organise but 
have happened across the supply 
industry in a matter of weeks. 

What next?
However, as we continue to exit from 
lockdown, there is still much to do in 
continuing to support customers, playing 

our part in the economic recovery and 
taking action to reach our net zero 
ambitions. So – as something that would 
support all three ambitions - energy 
efficiency has to be a priority. We’ve 
long called for a government-funded 
national energy efficiency programme, 
which would deliver swift returns 
through cutting bills by hundreds of 
pounds for customers and reducing 
emissions. It is also exactly the sort of 
ambitious infrastructure plan that could 
help kickstart our economic recovery 
by creating thousands of skilled jobs 
and new opportunities for businesses 
– as highlighted in our recent report 
‘Rebuilding the Recovery’.

The smart meter roll-out must also be 
completed. The COVID pandemic has 
shown the value of smart meters in 
giving customers more flexibility to top 
up their prepayment meters - and of 
course, a reliable record of energy use 
and the data and information collected 
by smart meters are needed for the 
flexible and robust energy system of the 
future. 

We also need to have an honest 
discussion about what COVID-19 will 
mean for many households’ long-term 
finances and the role of the Government 
in supporting those most impacted 
by the pandemic. As noted by Ofgem 
recently, while energy suppliers will do 
all they can to help their customers, they 
simply cannot write off all of the debts 
that have built up or defer repayment 
options indefinitely. We will need to 
work constructively with Government, 
Ofgem, charities and other parties to 
find practical and enduring solutions 
that support customers and help them 
recover from the devastating impacts of 
COVID-19.

It’s also worth highlighting that before 
the pandemic, we were working on 
a new set of voluntary principles 
to improve levels of support from 
suppliers for customers in vulnerable 
circumstances. This work is obviously as 
relevant as ever now and is continuing 
apace - so we look forward to presenting 

the details later this year.

The impacts of COVID-19 and 
vulnerable energy customers and 
the steps that have been taken by 
energy suppliers to help them
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THE NEW NORMAL
Paul Walmsley, Energy Relationship Manager, 
Christians Against Poverty

‘We expect companies to be ambitious in restoring normal 
standards of customer service and business as usual activities 
as quickly as possible.’ 

On 2 June, Ofgem CEO Jonathan Brearley published an open 
letter to the industry in which he wrote this statement. Just 
three months after the nation went into lockdown and the 
industry was thrust into a crisis unlike anything we have seen 
for a generation. An event that will leave a lasting impact on 
households across the world.

Yet, when Ofgem asks for a return to the ‘normal’ standards 
of customer service, we have to ask in response: based on 
what we have seen, is this enough? For longer than the 
pandemic has been happening, there have been issues 
around vulnerability that still need to be addressed. CAP’s 
research prior to the pandemic highlighted that 29% of energy 
customers we help have regularly rationed their energy use, 
and a similar figure went without food to pay for it. People were 
unable to afford their energy before the COVID-19 outbreak, 
and today we are seeing more people than ever falling into 
the ‘vulnerability’ bracket. We are now all faced with an 
opportunity to think about our future approach.

Looking back at the last quarter, there are many things that 
the energy industry, particularly suppliers, can be proud of. 
Out of pure necessity, the responses were rapid. Overnight 
contingencies were put in place, designed to try to protect 
customers from the new situation we all found ourselves 
in. From CAP’s perspective, the energy industry’s response 
effort, especially for those in crisis, did not go unnoticed. The 
extensions to emergency credit, for example, or instituting 
non-disconnection guarantees to vulnerable customers were 
successfully rolled out, whilst battling reduced capacity in 
customer service teams.

It would be unreasonable to expect every response to be 
perfect. Mistakes will have been made – after all, this was an 
unthinkable scenario for anyone putting together annual 
strategic plans. The key is to now make sure that everyone in 
the industry learns from this crisis and our responses to it.

Many of the problems existed before. CAP client Sean* 
explained how his life was hard even prior to lockdown: 

‘I don’t think people look at the big picture. No one can live 
on my basic salary – if I just did my basic hours every week, I’d 
be back in debt. I wouldn’t be able to survive. I have to do the 
extra hours to make up the extra cost. I’ve had to work out the 
hours I need per month to get a decent take-home pay.’

Sean’s scenario is not the ‘normal’ we want to return to. 
Ensuring our approach is flexible enough to support customers 
in situations like his is vital. It took a pandemic to reveal that the 
industry was capable of supporting these kinds of customers 
beyond what many expected was possible. And while not all 
of the solutions might be sustainable, the problems faced in 
debt collection and affordability are going to be even more 
important to address going forward.

The easing of lockdown restrictions is only the first step in 
returning to ‘normal’. Shops are starting to open on a limited 
basis. Office environments are likely to take a long time to 
follow; many companies have said they will keep the option 
to work from home or flexibly. However, for many consumers, 
life will not quickly return to normal. The Office for National 
Statistics has published figures that show employment is 
600,000 down in June compared to March, and the number 
of job vacancies is at a record low. These numbers won’t 
return to pre-pandemic levels overnight. It will be a long, slow 
process of getting back to a stable footing, and suppliers need 
to be even more flexible and patient in the way they approach 
situations like this.

As normality begins to resume, suppliers are presented with 
the opportunity to reflect on how they handled their most 
vulnerable customers during this period. Where did things 
fall down? Who suffered the most detriment and how do we 
identify them in future? Where could they be more flexible to 
different customers’ needs beyond just moving to more digital 
access? The financial and emotional squeeze will not end with 
the lockdown, and understanding the long-term impact of 
COVID-19 is going to be vital for every sector, not just energy 
– collaborating to share ideas and lessons learned is crucial to 
ensure greater outcomes for all customers.

While recent events may have changed our perspectives, the 
needs of households will remain. In some cases, life will be 
even harder than it was before. Prior to the outbreak, customer 
trust could be incredibly fragile, meaning many customers 
did not feel able to reach out for help in a moment of need. 
The opportunity now exists for the industry to build new and 
better relationships with these customers, and for suppliers 
to redefine what ‘normal’ customer service looks like. In the 
circumstances, this is an even more ambitious goal to strive for 
– but one we think the energy industry needs to achieve.

*Name has been changed. 
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The Committee on Climate Change’s Net Zero Report states, 
“It will not be possible to get close to meeting a net-zero 
target without engaging with people ... there is currently no 
government strategy to engage the public in the transition to 
a low-carbon economy. This will need to change.” Community 
energy is key to this engagement.

If “the future of energy is local”, as ministers have stated, then 
enabling local actors will be key, to create local generation and 
do the energy efficiency and local grid management that is 
essential to rolling out more zero-carbon energy.

With the impacts of COVID-19, the community energy sector 
is likely to see fewer low carbon projects deployed in 2020. But 
the sector’s response to the crisis demonstrates the vital role 
community organisations play in supporting and delivering 
critical local services and maintaining community cohesion. 
They also hold the key to Building Back Better, local ‘levelling 
up’ and increased energy justice as well as to achieving the 
net-zero transition.

Until recent years the community energy sector had grown 
exponentially since 2012, generating local energy from 
wind, solar, water, anaerobic digestion, wood, saving energy, 
providing energy storage, low carbon transport, community 
heat, as well as energy education, innovation projects and 

large amounts 
of community 
benefit. According 
to Community 
Energy England 
and Community 
Energy Wales’ latest 
state of the sector 
research, which was 
sponsored by SP 
Energy Networks, 
community energy 
in the UK currently 
contributes 265MW 
of renewable 
electricity generation 
and 13 MW of heat. 

Across England, Wales & Northern Ireland, community energy 
contributes at least £4.6 million to local economies through 
community benefit funds and cost savings, engaging 234,000 
local people in energy efficiency, and developing 39 energy 
storage projects and 47 low carbon transport projects - all 
using its own people power and minimal external support.

With the right backing and suitable support mechanisms, 
community energy organisations can harness the immense 
passion, ingenuity and commitment of their employees and 
volunteers, engage their communities, accelerate the net-zero 
energy transition to benefit communities and local people and 
realise our shared 2030 Vision.

Community 
energy projects 
to power 2.2 
million homes 
in the UK
By 2030, community energy should be powering the 
equivalent of 2.2 million homes (the population of West 
Yorkshire) by contributing 5,270 MW to the energy system, 
supporting 8,700 jobs, saving 2.5 million tonnes of CO2 
emissions and adding over £1.8 billion to the economy each 
year.

CEE’s Community Energy 2030 Vision, launched alongside 
their State of the Sector report during Community Energy 
Fortnight, calls for a transformation of the energy system 
where people are put at the heart of the energy system, 
as consumers, but also, crucially, as active participants in 
and beneficiaries of a more decentralised, distributed and 
democratised energy system. This vision builds upon the 
findings of 
‘The Future of 
Community 
Energy’ – 
commissioned 
by SP Energy 
Networks from 
the independent 
research 
consultancy WPI 
Economics.

In 2014, the 
government 
envisaged 1 
million homes 
powered by community energy by 2020. However, due to 
policy setbacks we have only achieved 10% of that as the state 
of the sector report shows. We must not make this mistake 
again. UK Government needs to offer policy and financial 
support that recognises community energy’s essential role in 
the net-zero transition and the huge social and community 
benefit it brings.

Community energy organisations are created and run by local 
people who understand the needs of their community and 
are trusted by the community to advise, engage and offer new 
opportunities.
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Since 18 May 2020 our team of Green Doctors have been 
working closely with the Leeds Local Welfare Support Scheme 
(LWSS) on a pilot project attempting to improve upon the 
present system by providing a more sustainable, holistic and 
far-reaching support service for residents seeking financial 
assistance. The need for this new referral pathway has arisen 
from Leeds City Council being inundated with requests during 
the COVID-19 pandemic for emergency fuel support with 
approximately 25 people each day calling for energy-related 
help.

Previously people assisted by LWSS had to collect the cash 
award at one of Leeds Credit Union’s branches across the city. 
The council’s public health team identified that those people 
self-isolating/shielding often had no means to receive this 
payment as they were unable to make the journey themselves. 
Also whilst the cash payment alleviated the immediate 
problem, the underlying issues which led to the crisis were not 
being addressed, leading to a likelihood of repeated requests 
for welfare support. There was also a risk that the support 
might not be spent on additional fuel.

This pilot project collaboration introduced alternative payment 
methods based upon a person’s capacity and choice as well 
as additional support with fuel bills and energy efficiency. 
Following the initial LWSS call people are now referred to the 
Green Doctors who then contact the client, arrange payment 
either direct to the energy account, via bank transfer, or 
physical cash top-up. These alternative options to receive the 
emergency payments are a great improvement on the previous 
cash only method. These are often complex cases and each 
person is offered the opportunity of an in-depth telephone 
energy advice call, enabling our experts to get to grips with the 
reasons why people are experiencing hardship and in many 
cases to provide solutions ranging from liaising with energy 
and water suppliers, housing providers, interpreters, social 
prescribers, mental health services and debt agencies.

Through these actions we aim to increase resilience, 
independence and sustainability, through switching, applying 
for grants, use of timers/programmers and the potential 
installation of small & larger energy-efficiency measures. The 
pilot works as part of a home improvement service called 
‘HomePlus’ which offers a wider range of support such as 
adaptations, repairs and larger heating measures.

Since the 18 May we’ve supported over 220 households, 
with around 75% taking up the in-depth advice call. This 
increases the value of the scheme enormously and creates a 
pathway to access the most vulnerable to fuel poverty. At this 
level we estimate to provide support to approximately 1000 
households per year.

Chris Dorgan, section manager, Leeds City Council said:
“We have had a very smooth and easy transition in getting 
the Green Doctor to assist with fuel awards during the Covid 
19 pandemic. The Green Doctors have been very flexible and 
taken everything on board to provide a seamless, yet efficient 
service to our customers who are in need of emergency help 
with their fuel payments.  In addition, they also provide a 
comprehensive energy review too for those customers happy 
to do this.  Green Doctor have been a pleasure to work with 
and I can only see this relationship growing.”

We wonder if this collaboration is a model for ‘Best Practice’ in 
the integrated work between local welfare support schemes 
and similar fuel poverty programmes across the UK, and if so 
will it be continued and replicated? The support and buy-in 
from commissioners, such as the council’s Adults and Health 
and Resources and Housing Directorates and the Clinical 
Commissioning Group in Leeds, are a crucial part in this.

GREEN DOCTORS AND 
THE LEEDS LOCAL 
WELFARE SUPPORT 
SCHEME

Case study of a beneficiary from the service who rated it “excellent”: 

The client had been transferred to the Green Doctor for a £20 fuel payment on her electricity bill. 
She had a smart meter with Utilita and the £20 top up was added through her online account 
making sure that the money was being spent on her fuel. After much discussion we found that 
she had not been topping up her gas and self-disconnecting as she prioritised the electricity. The 
Green Doctor was able to secure another £20 for her gas meter to clear her standing charge debt 
and to make sure she had enough to use until her next Universal Credit payment.
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LEICESTERSHIRE WARM 
HOMES FUND PROJECT 
LAUNCHES
Leicestershire County Council has partnered with E.ON and Age UK 
Leicester Shire & Rutland to launch the Leicestershire Warm Homes Fund.

The launch follows a successful bid by the county council to the Warm Homes Fund, which was established by 
National Grid and is now administered by Affordable Warmth Solutions. The project aligns with the council’s aim to 
reduce excess winter deaths and ill health caused by cold homes and fuel poverty. 

The Leicestershire project will primarily offer the installation of fully funded, first-time central heating for up to 500 
eligible private sector homeowners and tenants. For rented properties, a landlord contribution of £750 is required.

In addition, eligible residents may be able to receive free insulation measures for their homes, as well as benefit from 
free energy efficiency advice and support on how to better manage their income from Age UK Leicester Shire and 
Rutland. 

Over the past two years, the Warm Homes Service – which is part of public health at County Hall – has provided 
more than 3,700 Leicestershire households with free, impartial advice to help them stay warm at home and keep 
their energy bills down. On average, these households have saved £233 a year, with the highest saving for a single 
household being £1,341 a year. In addition, over 1,900 referrals have been made to access grants, benefits, energy 
discounts and related services.

In response to the COVID-19 lockdown, the support offer has been revised to a telephone-based service for the time 
being. As COVID-19 restrictions reduce, E.ON are proceeding with surveying and system installation while working 
safely and responsibly and adhering to Government guidelines on social distancing. E.ON will also discuss clients’ 
circumstances to make sure they are comfortable with the work going ahead.

Residents can obtain advice or apply to the Warm Homes Fund via First Contact Plus on 0116 305 4286, or by visiting 
www.leicestershire.gov.uk/warm-homes-fund
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Despite these testing times, the £4.3m Warm Homes Hub 
scheme is fully operational. Run in partnership by the charities 
Nottingham Energy Partnership and Age UK Nottingham 
& Nottinghamshire together with E.ON Energy Solutions, 
the scheme has the support of all local authorities across 
Nottingham and Nottinghamshire. 

With modified services, the team has successfully responded 
to the increased level of vulnerability in the Nottingham and 
Nottinghamshire community. Miranda Cumberbatch, NEP 
Warm Homes Hub Manager says: “The Warm Homes Hub 
team has brought some comfort during this period of isolation 
and worry by providing a range of services to support people, 
particularly those that have to self-isolate, who are living on 
their own and/or on a low income.” 

The scheme has alleviated short-term hardship by providing a 
range of support such as: 

 fuel and water bill discounts
 food and prescription collections
 foodbank and fuel vouchers

This has been offered alongside advice to improve the energy 
efficiency of homes, reduce unnecessary energy consumption, 
and reduce bill costs. As the lockdown eases, the Hub will 
also offer Home Energy Visits to more vulnerable residents 
who could benefit from practical and tailored energy advice 
to make sure their homes are kept warm and comfortable. 
Furthermore, to ease concerns for the households possibly 
facing unemployment due to the crisis, professional help is 
available to complete benefit checks and other applications for 
hardship funds or one-off crisis grants towards essential living 
expenses such as food and bills. Kat Coggan, Strategic Director 
(Housing) of Age UK Nottingham & Nottinghamshire said: 
“The Hub has come at a pivotal time, enabling us to meet the 
surge in demand for welfare services created by the current 
crisis.”

The Warm Homes Hub also offers free first-time central 
heating and free gas connection as well as home insulation 
to eligible residents. Ms P (pictured), who has qualified for 
this offer, previously relied on electric panel heaters, which 
are very expensive to run. Thanks to the Hub, she will soon 
have the comfort of central heating, as her home will receive 
a gas connection and she will have a central heating system 

installed, including a brand new A-rated boiler. Ms P says “My 
[electric] heating system is one of the most expensive kinds, 
so I’m excited to have gas central heating installed”. Through 
switching to gas heating, she will save £4,500 on the install, as 
well as £350 off her annual heating bill.

Grants towards replacements or repairs of broken or faulty 
heating are also available for those who may not be in a 
position to get the issue resolved. A short-term loan of heaters 
is available too.

Nigel Dewbery, Director of E.ON’s Obligation Delivery and 
Installation Services business, said: “We’re really pleased to be 
working with Nottingham City Council to help people across 
the city improve the heating of their homes. Nearly a quarter 
of homes in Nottingham (22%) are without gas central heating 
and so relying on inefficient and expensive methods of heating 
the homes.”

The Warm Homes Hub project is funded by the £150m Warm 
Homes Fund, which has been established by National Grid, 
and is administered by Community Investment Company, 
Affordable Warmth Solutions, to support local authorities to 
address some of the issues affecting fuel poor households. 
Jeremy Nesbitt, Managing Director of Affordable Warmth 
Solutions, said: “We are excited about this investment from 
National Grid and are delighted to support Nottingham 
City and all other District and Borough Councils to fund the 
scheme to address fuel poverty across the county. Solving the 
issues associated with fuel poverty continues to challenge 
many of our stakeholders and the feedback we’ve already 
received provides evidence of how the Warm Homes Fund will 
make a positive difference to thousands of homes throughout 

Great Britain.” 

To make a referral, or to speak with the Warm Homes Hub team 
about first-time central heating, financial support or advice 
available to make homes warmer and cheaper to heat, visit 
www.warmhomeshub.com or call the team directly on 

0115 985 3000 (Mon – Fri, 9am – 5.30pm). 
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Wakefield Council’s energy team work in partnership with 
Better Homes Yorkshire (BHY) to deliver high quality heating 
to residents.  Installation is through Scarbrook Plumbing 
and Heating Ltd.  As a thank you for using their services, 
Scarbrook offered to provide and fit a free boiler once they 
had completed 50 orders for us.  The Council’s Energy Team 
reached this target and it was decided to give a free boiler to a 
resident who was in need but who didn’t qualify for the normal 
grant-funded schemes.

In February 2020 the energy team took a call from Mr Hobson 
from Castleford.  His boiler had broken and he couldn’t afford 
to replace it.  This was a worry because in addition to wanting to 
keep the family warm one of his children suffers with breathing 
problems, which can be made worse by living in a cold home.

The team visited Mr Hobson and his family to better 
understand the issues and see how we could help.  Mr Hobson 
sadly didn’t qualify for the schemes that the energy team have 
and he was not likely to qualify for any loan help.  The team put 
Mr Hobson’s case forward for the free boiler from Scarbrook 
Plumbing and heating and they agreed that help should be 
given.

We phoned Mr Hobson and he couldn’t believe the good 
news.  He told us that they had already been a few weeks 
without heating and hot water and they were really struggling.
Since the boiler has been installed Mr Hobson says it has made 
a big difference to them all.  They can now have a warm shower 
in a warm home.  He said without the support of the energy 
team they would have had to go without heating and hot water 
until they could save up to replace the boiler.  This would have 
taken them a very long time, especially as Mr Hobson had 
been recently furloughed from work due to the COVID-19 
pandemic.  This had reduced the household income even 
more.

Now that they have a newer more energy efficient boiler, as 
well as being warmer, the family will also see a reduction in 
their energy bills. Mr Hobson was full of praise for the whole 
scheme, Sarah and Belinda from the energy team and the 
contractors, Scarbrook Plumbing and Heating.  He has said 
that everyone was really easy to deal with and a simple process, 
and that on the day it was installed, they worked like clockwork.  
The contractors were professional, courteous and polite and 
left everything spotless!

“Thank you so much from the bottom of my heart for 
everything that you have done, we really appreciate everything 
you have done for us. I took a whim when I rang you, I’ve never 
had much luck but I can’t thank you enough.”

The energy team remembers the call to tell him we were going 
to install a boiler free of charge: “It was such a lovely phone 
call to make.  Mr Hobson was so shocked and you could tell 
how grateful, he couldn’t believe what he was being told.  He 
couldn’t thank us enough for giving them this help.”

The financial impact of a broken boiler can really impact 
families especially if there are health issues plus the pressure 
of having to find the funds to replace a broken boiler when 
already in financial difficulty.  It was really rewarding to be able 
to help Mr Hobson and his family and we hope to be able to do 
more in the future for residents facing difficulties.

Andy Exley, Managing Director at Scarbrook said of the 
help provided: “At Scarbrook we take our corporate social 
responsibility very seriously and always aim to support our 
clients and the communities we work in.  We have successfully 
delivered a large number of installs through a number of 
Wakefield Council grants and schemes and it’s our pleasure 
to assist them and Mr Hobson with this free boiler.  Having 
read the impact this has made to Mr Hobson’s wellbeing, this 
makes myself and the entire team feel very proud to be able to 
support him and Wakefield Council.”

Steve Batty, Framework Director for Better Homes Yorkshire, 
said: “We are extremely proud to have the opportunity to 
contribute to the reduction of carbon emissions and fuel 
poverty through the Better Homes Yorkshire scheme and 
make homes across Yorkshire healthier, warmer and more 
energy efficient places to live. 

“The free installation that Mr Hobson has received is a great 
example of how the work we and our partners do has a wider 
impact on the community, and we are delighted to hear that 
Mr Hobson has had a positive experience from start to finish 
and is now reaping the benefits of his new energy efficient 

boiler.”

Wakefield Council 
brings high 
quality heating to 
residents
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The NIE Networks Staff and Pensioners Charities Fund, funded 
by employees and former employees of the company has 
donated £20,000 to the food bank charity The Trussell Trust.

With over 20 food banks across Northern Ireland, including 
Belfast, Enniskillen, Ballymena and Foyle, The Trussell Trust 
supports a network of food banks and provides emergency 
food and support to people locked in poverty as well as 
campaigning for change to end the need for food banks.

Employees and pensioners of NIE Networks have supported 
hundreds of charities over the last 25 years through payroll 
and pension giving each month, which has enabled them to 
allocate grants to various causes.

As the coronavirus pandemic continues to impact families, 
resulting in a significant rise in the need for food provisions 
and support, employees at NIE Networks wanted to go the 
extra mile and award a significant grant to a much needed local 
charity.

Peter Mullan, Secretary of the NIE Networks Charities Fund 
said: “Our staff and pensioners are delighted to be able 
to continue our support for local charities by making this 
donation to The Trussell Trust. More than ever, their network of 
food banks across Northern Ireland is quite literally a lifeline for 
many families. 

“This is one of the biggest grants we have awarded to a single 
charity and we really hope the £20,000 can go some way to 
ensuring their vital work and services reach those who most 
need it right now.”

Paul Armstrong, Operations Manager for Northern Ireland at 
the Trussell Trust, said: “As the coronavirus outbreak develops, 
more people are likely to need a food bank’s help. Our teams 
are working tirelessly to ensure that food banks are able to 
remain open and have the necessary stocks to respond to this 
crisis. 

“The support of NIE Networks Staff and Pensioners Charities 
Fund means we can remain agile to respond to the fast-
changing situation and ensure food banks in Northern Ireland 
continue to provide the lifeline of emergency food and 
additional support for people in crisis.”

As well as this charitable donation, employees from NIE 
Networks have also been donating their time through 
volunteering over the last few months. It has been important 
to the staff to make any contribution they can to communities 
and individuals in need of support across Northern Ireland. 

NIE Networks Charities Fund donates 
£20,000 to The Trussell Trust 

Peter Mullan, Secretary of the NIE Networks Charities Fund handing over a £20,000 donation to Paul Armstrong from The Trussell Trust
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Shining a light on loneliness in ‘Loneliness Awareness Week’
Jennifer Leitao, UK Power Networks’ Training Support Assistant

Reaching out to people who are feeling vulnerable and alone has never been more important. So when my manager invited me 
to take part in UK Power Networks’ confidential new telephone befriending scheme, Donate by Dialling, I readily agreed to be 
connected with someone in need of kindness and friendship over the telephone at this difficult time.

Last week, following training and interviews, I 
was matched by a small charity, West Norfolk 
Befriending, with someone who wanted a 
friendly ear and to chat, something we may take 
for granted, but which others sadly lack.

I was born in Africa and moved across three 
continents before the age of nine, which 
gave me a lot of life experience. I have gained 
compassion, understanding and tolerance and 
have developed those qualities as I’ve got older. 
My manager approached me as someone who 
she felt has the skills to take on this important 
role of supporting a vulnerable person in their 
home. It felt good to know that people felt I had 
the right qualities to make a difference. I have 
volunteered in different ways throughout my 
life. To volunteer is to give back. It’s really personal and quite subjective. We are all passing through this life and I believe that 
when we give something, we get something back ten-fold. It’s like a miracle happening, like an angel coming, just when you 
needed it.

West Norfolk Befriending is a really supportive charity which understands their customers’ needs and creates a supportive 
environment. I had two interviews before being matched with a person who has similar interests to me. We have family in the 
same areas. She has a dependant and is a carer for that person and I have an elderly mother and am a carer for her. We both enjoy 
gardening and the allotment. We haven’t talked about those things yet and I spent our first call listening. She is chatty and my call 
gave her an opportunity to let it all out. It’s another outlet now for her.

Before calling I find that meditating, for even five minutes, frees my mind so that I give her my full attention. I hope that my calls 
give her friendship, somewhere to park some of her anxieties and frustrations and know she has a friend at the other end of the 
phone to listen. She will know that I will call her regularly.

    Jennifer Leitao, UK Power Networks’ training support assistant, Bury St Edmunds.

EDF has partnered with Avicenna, Boots and LloydsPharmacy 
to deliver essential medicines during the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Through the partnerships, EDF smart metering and field 
engineers are volunteering to support communities by getting 
medicines to people who are self-isolating or are unable get to 
their pharmacy for prescriptions.

Avicenna, the UK’s largest pharmacy network, provides 
support to over 1,000 independent pharmacies and EDF 
staff are helping to collect medicines and deliver them to the 
vulnerable patients who need them. Similarly, EDF employees 
are collecting and delivering essential supplies from Boots 
hubs across the country. The partnership with LloydsPharmacy 
will also help to deliver vital medicines to patients across the 
South of England.

All volunteers are being provided with the training and kit 
necessary to ensure the safe delivery of essential medicines to 
customers, as well as a secure working environment for EDF’s 
engineers. 

Philippe Commaret, 
Managing Director for 
Customers at EDF, said: 
“As we all adapt to a new 
way of living, we want to 
do everything possible 
to help support the most 
vulnerable in society 
during this worrying 
time.”

This work builds upon the support EDF is already giving its 
own customers during the pandemic. This includes setting 
up a significant hardship fund, providing around £1 million of 
discretionary credit to customers on prepayment meters and 
working to identify vulnerable customers to check whether 
they need further assistance.   

EDF delivering essential 
medicines to vulnerable 
customers
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AI PROJECT 
SET TO 
SHORTEN 
STORM 
POWER CUTS 
An artificial intelligence system designed to predict the impact 
of a storm on the electricity network, is to be trialled across the 
East and South East starting this winter.

UK Power Networks’ ‘Storm Resilience’ project will use a 
machine learning algorithm to help control room staff decide 
where to send engineers, so they are ready to respond as 
storms hit. A separate part of the project will trial lightning 
tracking software that could help restore power supplies 
caused by lightning strikes up to 90% faster.

Lightning strikes hit the ground about 300,000 times per year 
in the UK. The electricity network is built to be resilient and if a 
bolt of lightning strikes an overhead power line, or very nearby, 
the system ‘trips out’ in the same way as fuse boxes operate in 
most homes. Protection devices usually prevent the line being 
damaged so it can be re-energised to restore power supplies. 
if successful, the new system will mean when a lightning 
strike trips a circuit, the control system quickly knows the grid 
coordinates of the location and can then automatically restore 
customers’ supplies in under three minutes – much faster than 
the current time of up to 30 minutes.

The team will use sophisticated machine learning techniques, 
combined with historical power cut data, to forecast the impact 
of gale-force winds and storms on overhead power lines. This 
will help  UK Power Networks to prepare for such weather, 
including moving engineers into the optimum places so they 
are poised to restore  power supplies faster.

Ian Cameron, head of customer service and innovation at 
UK Power Networks, said: “This project is taking how we 
handle storms to a new level, by combining data science with 
improved customer service. Technology really is supercharging 
our capabilities right now, and we’re excited to see how it can 
help us be more efficient and, ultimately, keep the lights on 
even if the weather is fighting against us.”

The £660,000 trial will run until December 2021 with project 
partners’ global technology firms General Electric and DTN 
(formerly MeteoGroup). 

Michael Eilts, DTN senior vice president-weather, said: “We are 
excited to partner with UK Power Networks on this innovative 
and dynamic use of weather data. At DTN, we are committed 
to empowering our customers with actionable insights that 
help them manage their operation’s weather risks. UK Power 
Networks application of storm impact analytics is showcasing 
the future of utilities to mitigate impact and optimise 
restoration and recovery efforts.”

Below: Storms can damage electricity infrastructure (as 
pictured here in Norfolk in February) so UK Power Networks is 

trialling new software to fix power cuts faster.
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As the North of England’s only female emergency 
response gas engineer, Sarah Wilkinson is carrying 
the flame for female empowerment on International 
Women in Engineering Day (June 23).

Sarah is an Operational Response Engineer at Northern Gas 
Networks – the north of England’s gas distributor.
If a customer smells gas, or suspects carbon monoxide, 
Sarah is first on the scene. Using hi-tech equipment such as 
a Gascoseeker, combined with years of experience, Sarah 
is responsible for detecting and fixing gas leaks, to keep 
customers safe and sound.

Hailing from Pickering, Sarah covers the Scarborough patch for 
Northern Gas Networks.

The role remains male-dominated, reflective of the fact that 
just 11% of all engineering jobs in the UK are occupied by 
women. However, Sarah has had nothing but encouragement 
from her male counterparts since she took up the job five years 
ago.

“All the lads have been very supportive,” said Sarah. “There’s 
been none of that ‘she’s a girl, so she can’t do it,’ nonsense.
“There are a few blokey conversations back at the depot that I 
don’t join in with. For example, I’m not the biggest football fan. 
But by and large, I have a great working relationship with all the 
lads. We look out for one another.

“When I first started, I was quite nervous, as I think everyone 
is. You are given your training, but nothing can quite prepare 
you for that first call-out in the middle of the night, when it is 
just you, on your own, responsible for keeping the customer 
safe. You’re going into a potentially explosive or poisonous 
atmosphere, so it’s a big responsibility.

“I remember a colleague advising me that if I felt out of my 
depth at any point, to just tell the customer that I was going to 
get something from the van. That way, I could take a few deep 
breaths, recompose myself and go back in.

“These days, although I have a lot more experience, I still feel a 
nervous energy when I arrive at a job. But I think that’s a good 
thing as it keeps you sharp.”

Sarah, who is 43 and a former RAF aerospace systems operator, 
has made a career out of smashing female stereotypes – such 
as a fear of spiders.

“In our job, you are always working in little nooks and crannies, 
full of all sorts of insects. Luckily, I don’t have a problem with 
spiders. Unfortunately, one of my male colleagues, who started 
at the same time as me, is terrified of them. I always found it 
amusing that a burly bloke had such an aversion.

“Being a woman in this role can sometimes be an advantage. 
When you are dealing with an elderly, female customer for 
example, I think it can be easier for me to quickly build a 
rapport, because the customer feels more at ease.

“In some circumstances, however, I don’t mind admitting that 
the guys have the upper hand. You can often find yourself 
working all night in the middle of nowhere. Basic things such as 
finding somewhere to go to the loo become rather tricky. Easy 
enough if you are a bloke. Not so easy for me!”

The coronavirus pandemic has changed the way Sarah and 
her colleagues approach jobs. If a customer has suspected 
COVID-19 symptoms, or is shielding, Sarah is required to wear 
full PPE, which is then bagged and disposed of following the 
job.

Trapped pigeons, 
toilet traumas 
and keeping 
customers safe 
– all in a night’s 
work for the North 
of England’s only 
female emergency 
engineers
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“I did worry about working during the pandemic at first, but I 
think most of us have got used to the routine now,” said Sarah. 

“We have to be available for our customers, 24-hours a day, 
so it’s a case of working as safely and sensibly as possible. 
Sometimes it can be difficult, because I might be the only 
human being some customers have had in their home for 
weeks. I’m asking them to stay in another room of the house 
while I work, but meanwhile, they are desperate for a face to 
face conversation!”

Being able to get along with people, is a crucial aspect of 
Sarah’s role.

“You’re often meeting people who are worried or distressed, 
and they are looking to you to keep them safe. You’ve got to 
quickly reassure the customer, so that you can get the job 
done,” she said. “You also have to make difficult decisions 
– such as disconnecting a customer’s gas supply in order to 
prevent a dangerous situation.

“You’ve also got to be prepared for just about anything. Only 
last week, I found myself trying to free a live pigeon that had 
got stuck in a customer’s chimney. Thankfully, it escaped safe 
and sound.”

Trapped pigeons, creepy crawlies and keeping customers safe 
and sound – all in a night’s work for Sarah.

H21 project wins 
prestigious global 
award
A groundbreaking project to develop the use of 
hydrogen to heat homes and businesses has won a 
prestigious global award.

H21 won the 2020 Pipeline Industries Guild Award for best 
onshore pipeline project.

A collaborative gas network programme led by Northern Gas 
Networks, H21 has helped to galvanise the UK’s development 
and understanding of hydrogen as a green fuel of the future.
The project, which began as a desktop study in 2015 to 
examine the feasibility of converting the gas network of the 
city of Leeds to hydrogen, has gone on to become a major UK-
wide programme, with national and international partners.
The H21 project is now about to enter an exciting phase of 
real-world hydrogen demonstration, at a bespoke testing 
facility in Spadeadam, Cumbria. A test site on a disused part of 
the existing gas network, at South Bank, Redcar, has also been 
identified – subject to planning approval.

These trials will provide crucial additional evidence to inform 
Government policy decisions about investment in the UK’s 
nascent hydrogen economy.

The Pipeline Industries Guild was formed in 1957 and is 
the only worldwide association to represent the needs of 
the pipeline industry, regardless of engineering discipline. 

Members include transporters of gas, water and chemicals. 
The Guild’s annual awards recognise projects which move the 
industry forward through use of technology, environmental 
protection, safety, or cost reduction.

Tim Harwood, H21 Programme Director at Northern Gas 
Networks said: “We are very proud to win this award, especially 
at a time when hydrogen is being recognised internationally as 
a means of achieving green-minded economic recovery.

“H21 continues to provide crucial evidence on all aspects 
of hydrogen conversion, such as the economic and 
environmental benefits, the technical feasibility of converting 
existing gas networks to hydrogen, the safety and performance 
aspects of hydrogen, and public perceptions.

“We’d like to share this award with our many partner 
organisations who are working on H21 here in the UK and 
abroad.”
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Online learning
from NEA Training

Online learning is a flexible, efficient and effective learning method 
that many organisations are now opting for.

NEA offers a range of  online learning products relating to fuel poverty, 
energy efficiency, health and fuel bill management.

Why choose NEA online learning?
 

 Save time and money – no need to travel to a training centre as learners can study wherever 

is convenient to them, reducing travel time and costs. Research shows that online learning 

generally takes around 25% less time than a classroom based training course.

 Flexible – computer, tablet and smartphone compatible allowing learners to study at their 

own pace – anywhere and at anytime. Individual and organisational licences are available.

 Fast and convenient – learning can start as soon as you wish, no need to check diaries or 

arrange travel etc.

 Highly effective – get the same message across to all of your staff

For more information contact lynsey.thompson@nea.org.uk 
or visit www.nea-training.co.uk/e-learning-solutions/


