31 January 2006 

Lisa Mullan

Queens House

Belfast

BT1 6ER 

Dear Lisa

RE: Northern Ireland Electricity (NIE) – Transmission and Distribution (T&D) Price Control 2007 – 2012

The Consumer Council welcomes the opportunity to respond to this consultation on the proposed principles for operation and capital expenditure by NIE T&D for the five year period 2007 to 2012 (RP4).

Operating and Capital Expenditure (OPEX and CAPEX)

The Consumer Council agrees that the new principles proposed for calculating OPEX in RP4 are simpler and will offer increased savings to customers.  We also welcome the new proposals with the CAPEX operating arrangements which will provide greater incentive for NIE T&D to produce valid efficiency gains at the end of each year.

Vulnerable Customer Fund

The Consumer Council commends the creation of a £1million fund that focuses on vulnerable customers.  Indeed the Council was represented at a workshop organised by NIE Supply in December 2005 to consider the key groups that should be targeted by this fund.

The Council understands that although the households/social groups that will be specifically targeted by this fund have yet to be determined , it has been decided that the fund will be used for the purpose of benefits and grants maximisation.

We are a committed supporter of benefits maximisation as a key measure to combat fuel poverty.  However, for some households a benefits health check may only be part of the solution. The Council believes that this fund provides an opportunity to provide a whole house solution approach that includes a benefits health check, energy efficiency advice and grants, debt advice, counselling and for the very vulnerable, assistance with clearing debt.  

A number of schemes currently exist in GB that offer whole house solutions to vulnerable households and are based on individual circumstances and level of need. Examples of such schemes are the British Gas, Scottish Gas and numerous other utility company trust funds.  We have carried out some research into these schemes and would be keen to share this with NIE and Ofreg.

The Consumer Council would urge Ofreg and NIE to consider widening the scope of the assistance offered by the Vulnerable Fund to enable the greatest number of people to be helped in a practical way and where possible given a fresh start free from debt and with the necessary skills to manage future finances.  

In relation to the source of finance for this fund the proposals paper states that finances will come from ‘NIE’s own funds’.  We would ask if this means NIE company profits?

Embedded generation, peak demand and research capability

The Consumer Council welcomes the creation of a research facility aimed at identifying the best long-term options for network development that will help Northern Ireland achieve the Government’s sustainability objectives.  However, more information is required on exactly how the £1million fund will be used and how the research facility will be structured and governed before this initiative becomes part of NIE’s T&D price control.  Consumers may consider it more important for such research and strategic initiatives to be managed and driven at a Government or regulatory level and independently from any parties with a potential business interest.   

The Consumer Council will be delighted to discuss our response further with Ofreg and would be keen to be involved with NIE and Ofreg in the development of the Vulnerable Fund. 

Yours sincerely

JOANNE GAMBLE

Head of Energy

