Brexit is the real threat
to our energy security

Prospect members in energy and decommissioning
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PROSPECT was part of a UK delegation taking part in
a special Anglo-French seminar in Paris in early May
exploring how the two countries can collaborate and
share knowledge on nuclear skills development.
The two-day event was attended by more than
40 participants from a range of organisations
across the nuclear industry as well as academia and
government.
The seminar, led by the UK Nuclear Skills Strategy
Group and France’s Institut National des Sciences et
Techniques Nucléaires, aimed:
● to accelerate the UK’s and France’s nuclear skills
agendas
● to fully establish the shared skills synergies
between France and UK
● to create focus areas for progress and action
● to build on existing and establish future
collaborations on nuclear skills between UK and
French skills organisations.
Prospect, represented by senior deputy
general secretary, Sue Ferns, was the only trade
union present. The event was held at the British
Ambassador’s residence in the French capital.
The seminar will reconvene in November in
London to report on progress.

Anglo-French seminar
on nuclear skills

Delivering the UK’s
energy transition
Prospect senior deputy general secretary Sue Ferns reflects
on a successful national conference, where the union’s wider
membership showed its support for this sector’s priorities

This will build on the two pamphlets we
produced last year on ‘A sustainable future for
UK energy’ and ‘A new deal for nuclear’.
Having already pointed out the dangers of
a growing reliance on interconnectors (bit.ly/
utility_brexit), we will be prioritising the need
for investment in skilled staff. This is required
to maximise the benefits of investment in
new technologies and infrastructure and
to maintain and strengthen UK expertise in
decommissioning.

Euratom
Separately, conference called for Prospect to
press hard for the UK to maintain membership
of Euratom in some form, and for a transitional
period beyond March 2019.
It is fair to say that Prospect’s lobbying
to date has had a positive influence on the

■ Further conference coverage on p7.

Download our energy pamphlets:

■ A sustainable future for UK energy:
bit.ly/prospect_energy_leaflet

■ A new deal for nuclear: bit.ly/nuclear-deal
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DELEGATES at Prospect’s
national conference in
June gave a green light
to further work that will help deliver a robust
balanced energy policy for the UK.
Conference called for:
● establishment of an energy commission to
set the long-term direction of the industry
● urgent preparations for a looming capacity
shortfall
● planning and funding for a national skills
programme including measures to support the
existing workforce
● increased funding for energy research and
development including direct public funding.
The union’s ESI sector executive committee
and Nuclear Decommissioning Group will meet
in July to agree a work programme to meet
these objectives.

government’s approach, as was recognised by
Sky News in May (bit.ly/skynews_vid).
Further progress was made in June when
Parliament approved the Nuclear Safeguards
Bill and the International Atomic Energy
Authority accepted the UK’s voluntary offer
agreement.
But this is not the end of the
story. The Office for Nuclear
Regulation is still working hard to
develop its complement of nuclear
safeguards inspectors and to ensure
that the necessary IT infrastructure
is fully operational by March 2019.
It is still not clear who will foot the bill for
this new regime and the government’s pledge
to put in place Euratom equivalence remains a
distant aspiration.
The UK faces important decisions across the
energy arena that must be driven by evidence,
informed debate and on the basis of social
partnership. Prospect has a key role to play.
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Carillion’s electricity
workers face pension
uncertainty
A group of Carillion electricity workers
could become a key test case for pension
protections, following the collapse of the
outsourcing and construction group.
Around 10,000 electricity workers,
many of whom are now retired, were
given guarantees about their pensions
when the industry was privatised
in the 1980s. Prospect is calling on
the government to ensure those
commitments are honoured.
Carillion collapsed in February with
an estimated £800m shortfall across its
various pension schemes.
How the government handles this
situation could set a precedent for how
members of similar schemes are treated
in the future.
In May, MPs from the work and
pensions and business select committees
issued a report on Carillion’s collapse
that was highly critical of both the
government and the Pensions Regulator.
■ Full story: bit.ly/carillion_pens
■ Select Committee report:
bit.ly/select_carillion

Consultation on NDA
pension reform

■ Full story and links to the
consultation: bit.ly/NDA_pens

Ten years in
the making,
the new
agreement
presents an
opportunity
to widen
membership
within the
company

A recognition agreement, more than ten
years in the making, has been signed
between Prospect and LondonEnergy.
The deal encompasses the entire
collective bargaining agenda including
pay, terms, conditions and, should it
occur in the future, restructuring.
The company will also provide
facilities on site for unions to operate.
LondonEnergy, which runs a wasteto-energy power station, operates as a
private company but is wholly owned by
seven North London boroughs.
Its London Ecopark facility generates
enough electricity to power 80,000
homes every year.
When the company was formally
incorporated just before the turn of the
millennium, all staff were subject to a
TUPE transfer.
Unfortunately, in the absence of
proof of an existing agreement, the new
management insisted there was no formal
recognition deal with unions in place.
“In reality they did recognise us

because they negotiate pay with us
every year; they consult with us on
staff issues and we have regular joint
meetings with management,” said Julie
Flanagan, Prospect negotiatior, who
signed the deal with LondonEnergy
management on 11 June.
“Various drafts have gone
backwards and forwards over the past
10 years and we never actually got there.
But in the new year we finally got them
to talk to us about a new recognition
agreement, and we’ve finally got an
agreed version.”
Prospect has traditionally
represented senior engineers in the
organisation, but the new agreement
presents an opportunity to widen
membership within the energy centre
and to offices where skilled staff,
managers and supervisors work.
Flanagan paid tribute to rep Dave
Oldfield who was “absolutely pivotal”
for members in LondonEnergy and has
been involved in all the negotiations.

Invest now
so we can
thrive in a
smart future
Prospect negotiations officer
Mike MacDonald says we
must invest in our skills and
new technology to drag our
aging energy systems into
the 21st century

SOME parts of our current
electricity system are 50-year-old
power stations with substations
of a similar vintage. Although
Ofgem sees this as a mature
industry with low financial risk,
maybe all is about to change?
Over the remaining five years
of the current RIIO-2 price control,
we could see more change than
in the previous 25 years of the
privatised electricity industry.
Predicting change is easy,
delivery is difficult. So what does
innovation mean for consumers,
employers and for staff?
As we see the gradual demise
of the traditional centralised
utility model, how do we shape
the future so Prospect members
have the skills for the challenges
of the future?

Forces of change

E.ON pension reform consultation
THE E.ON pension changes that
have been negotiated between
Prospect and the other trade
unions within the company are
now at the formal consultation
stage before going out to
ballot.
Members in E.ON are
encouraged to attend the
special Prospect pensions

roadshows, which are being held
across E.ON sites. Prospect officers and
reps will be available to answer your
questions.
Prospect is recommending
acceptance of the settlement, which
includes a two-year pay deal for those
in the collectives and for one year for
personal contract holders.
■ Read more: bit.ly/EONpensions
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Three key areas of change are
shaping the power sector: energy
storage, smart grids and offshore

wind.
With more complex power
flows and financial pressure
to avoid costly network
reinforcement, battery storage
offers part of the solution to
ensuring that consumers get a
consistent reliable supply.
At this stage battery storage
helps manage the system, rather
than replace large power stations.
The development of battery
technology places an emphasis
on project management, rigorous
health and safety and for control
engineers, managing an ever more
complex network.
Much of the debate about
complex smart grids is over simple
and not too smart. The current
smart meter programme is crucial,
to getting the data needed to run
these systems.
However, we need to invest
professional skills to develop a
complex system that responds to
high levels of embedded negation

Future’s here already…

Two recent examples of innovation and
technology in the energy sector

and anticipates change in both
demand and supply.
While we can run the system
more efficiently, significant
investment is also required to
prepare networks for innovations
such as more use of solar panels,
electric vehicles and heat pumps.

Offshore
Storage and smart grids may allow
us to make better use of scarce
power but the development of
offshore wind remains a key part
of a more balanced energy policy.
Larger turbines with more
efficient blades have the potential
to increase efficiency and reduce
cost so that wind power can
compete without subsidy in the
future.
However, as with all
innovation, this requires the
development of skills in project
management, asset management
and operational practice if the
consumer is to benefit.

Batteries included

SIX shipping container units packed
with 500 batteries normally used to
power electric BMWs are now online in
Wales to store electricity and to supply
the National Grid when required.
The facility is on the Pen y Cymoedd
wind farm, which has 76 turbines and
is capable of generating the electricity
needs of more than 15% of Welsh
households every year.
■ More: bit.ly/batteries_vatt

As we shift from a traditional
passive electricity supply model
to a more active smart set of
interconnected networks, a
similarly active approach to
innovation and skills is needed.
Crucially, regulators need
to focus their efforts so our
members get the training, finance
and support for change needed
to apply their professional skills to
the new smart world.
All Prospect members in power
are affected: securing high quality
training to deliver high skill, high
salary jobs is just as important for
workers in renewables as in the
historic core of the sector.
This is a global change: if we
get it right, then our expertise
will open a vast export market for
British business. But without a
focus on skills, innovation will not
deliver quickly. Does Government
have the vision to work with
Prospect and other stakeholders
to meet this challenge?

Carbon capture

DRAX is spending £400,000 on a trial
to capture and store carbon at its north
Yorkshire power station, in what is
believed to be a first for Europe.
The project, which began in May,
sees Drax partnering with a spin-off
company from the University of Leeds,
to see if their Bioenergy with Carbon
Capture and Storage technology is
feasible.
■ More: bit.ly/drax_beccs
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A public consultation on its reform of two
final salary pension schemes within the
Nuclear Decommissioning Authority has
been launched by the government.
More than 10,000 members of the
final salary section of the Combined
Nuclear Pension Plan (CNPP) and the
Magnox Electric Group of the Electricity
Supply Pension Scheme (MEG-ESPS) are
affected.
In early 2017, the NDA consulted on
two options for reform:
● A career average (CARE)
scheme with pension age
increased to state pension age
● A final salary pension
scheme but with a cap on future
pensionable pay increases.
Following discussions with
Prospect and the other recognised
trade unions a third option, for
a CARE scheme but retaining
members’ existing pension age, was
negotiated. This improved option
was agreed by Prospect members in
a ballot last year.
The current consultation is about
the implementation of the agreed
reforms and runs to 5 July.

Prospect signs recognition
deal with LondonEnergy
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around the site. You’ll have your
decommissioning, what will we have?
Nothing.”

Men of action

Rory Trappe, a Magnox rep for 18 years at the decommissioned
Trawsfynydd nuclear power station in north Wales,
tells Prospect’s Boc Ly about his battle to get the site
officially considered for a small modular reactor
THE Magnox nuclear plant at
Trawsfynydd in Snowdonia National
Park closed in 1991 and the timeline for
decommissioning, recovering waste and
winding down the site would last until
2021.
This was the plan that everyone,
including Rory Trappe, a shift leader at
the site, was working towards in 2010.
If nothing else, it meant there would
be work there for at least another
decade.
However, later that summer a
bombshell proposal was adopted

to accelerate the decommissioning
and put the site into care and
maintenance by 2016. Rory, who lives
locally, knew this meant trouble.
“Given the age profile of staff, who
were going to be made redundant
much earlier, what are the alternative
employment opportunities for them
in this area?
“I told the Nuclear
Decommissioning Authority at the
time... It’s fine for you – you’ll go back
to Cumbria and we’ll be left with
three boxes and a few rabbits running

Faced with this bleak outlook, Rory
and two of his fellow Prospect reps
embarked on a plan to salvage what
they could out of the situation.
Bryan Walley would focus on
education and courses for staff, such
as the European-funded ‘Shaping the
future re-skilling project.
Paul Richardson would deal with
the day-to-day issues arising out of
the accelerated programme and the
off-site meetings that reps needed to
attend.
Rory took responsibility for looking
at the socio-economic impact and
exploring alternative opportunities in
the area.
Rory’s brief would lead him down
a maze of lobbying with senior
politicians at the Welsh Assembly
and Westminster, meetings and
conference calls with American and
Chinese energy giants and giving site
tours to interested investors.
Extraordinarily, largely as a result
of Rory’s early efforts to get the site
recognised as having potential and
being of strategic value in terms of
grid connection and land availability,

Trawsfynydd is now considered a
favoured site for a new nuclear plant
powered by a next generation small
modular reactor (SMR).

On your own
Such an outcome would be a huge
success for a professional lobbying firm
or campaigning group. Rory was armed
with nothing more than the Internet
and a willingness to raise his hand,
introduce himself and ask questions.
His proactive attitude wasn’t
universally appreciated at the time.
“I had senior people, directors and
one or two other people, telling me
you’ve got no chance,” recalls Rory.
“Once, after a meeting, I was told,
‘You do this on your own time. You're
not using company emails. Don't
involve us and don’t let the NDA
know what you’re doing.’ It was a shot
across my bow warning me not to
upset the NDA.
“At the time I was taken aback.
However in hindsight, it was good
advice as I carried on not as a Magnox
employee, or member of the public
but as a Prospect representative.
“I used to take my dog for a walk
and think: How am I going to start

engaging people? How am I going to
get them to recognize that the site
has potential?”

Finding the ‘mPower’
Back in 2011 when his quest began, the
ideal outcome that Rory had in mind
wasn’t necessarily an SMR. Just getting
the site thought of as an asset, rather
than a liability, was a hurdle that had to
be overcome.
Rory got the ball rolling in July
2011 when Edwina Hart, the Welsh
government minister for business,
enterprise, technology and science
visited the site. Afterwards, she tasked
one of her civil servants to investigate
what opportunities were available.
When she asked at a site meeting,
what everyone wanted, Rory
responded: “We want another power
station.”
This coincided with a US-led
consortium called Generation mPower
designing an SMR called B&W
mPower. They were eager for export
opportunities around the world after
the shale gas bonanza in the USA had
thwarted efforts back home.
In early 2012, Rory attended
a Nuclear Industry Association

“If you
don’t put
up a for sale
sign at your
house, who
is going to
know it’s
for sale?”
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meeting in London and saw video
presentations by Rolls Royce and
mPower on SMRs and immediately
realised that they would be a perfect
fit for the site. He raised his hand to
tell the assembled audience, “We’ll
have one of these please.”
He wasn’t joking. Rory emailed
mPower in the USA asking for a
copy of the video. Once contact was
made, and a relationship established,
this quickly escalated to a simple
proposition: “Would you be interested
in siting one of your SMRs at
Trawsfynydd?”
Quietly and discreetly he arranged
a site visit for a representative from
Bechtel (a partner developing the
mPower with Babcock and Wilcox) to
assess the possibility of one of their
SMRs working at Trawsfynydd.
After a walk along the dam wall,
Rory asked him for a definitive answer
on whether Trawsfyndd would be a
good site for an SMR. Most definitely,
came the reply.
“That really was the green light
for me. It was all guns blazing then,”
says Rory. He stepped up his lobbying
efforts and enlisted the help of an
old family friend, Lord Dafydd ElisThomas, a member of the Welsh
Assembly.
“It was like, how do we do this?
If you don’t put up a for sale sign at
your house, who is going to know it's
for sale?”

Beijing conference call
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■ (Left
to right) Rory,
Paul and Bryan
drink to the
future

As well as the Americans, Rory made
contact with Dynatom, an international
service provider that was carrying out
work for a Chinese nuclear company
after he spotted
something they had
posted on Twitter.
One morning,
on a day off, he
found himself taking
part in a 35-minute
conference call with
Beijing in his car
outside his daughter’s
shop, where he was
supposed to be doing
some repairs. The
Chinese quizzed him
relentlessly about why
he was interested in
their SMR technology
and how they could develop one in
the UK.
It was time to admit that he was in
over his head, and the following week
Rory emailed a contact, who worked
as an energy policy adviser for the
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Welsh Assembly government.
“I told him I had a problem. I’ve
got the Chinese on one hand and
the Americans on the other. I gave
him my email and told him that I’m
in way above my pay grade. I had
visions of MI5 listening in on these
conversations.”
The story doesn’t quite have a
Hollywood ending yet. The Americans
have fallen by the wayside and the
last he heard, someone working for
Snowdonia National Park had received
a call from China asking about the
possibility of a Trawsfynydd reactor.
However, most promising of
all, Rolls-Royce are developing an
SMR and expressed a desire to have
one operational in the UK by 2030.
Hopefully, as a result of lobbying,
Trawsfynydd may be considered a
suitable site.

Enterprise zone
The mood music has changed
considerably since Rory and his
colleagues first embarked on their
journey. An SMR at Trawsfynydd is not
just a possibility, but Rory has been told
from various sources that it is extremely
likely. An official announcement is
expected this summer.
“Getting the Trawsfynydd site
recognised as having potential to
support an SMR was my main driver.

CONFERENCE

Following Edwina Hart's visit in
the summer of 2011, she set up the
Snowdonia Enterprise Zone.
“Without the support and drive
of the Enterprise Zone team, the
possibility of having an SMR or any
other form of future development at
the site would have been dead in the
water.
“Everybody else is on board with
this. There has been a huge amount
of effort going on in the background.
I’ve had full support from Gwynedd
County Council and from our local MP,
Liz Saville-Roberts,” says Rory.

Breakout session
considers UK
energy
transition

■ Sue Ferns and Paul Novak were among the delegation that
visited Trawsfynydd in May

Prospect opening doors
While he couldn’t rely on his company’s
support, Rory was able to count on
Prospect. From the very start, Mike
Graham, a former Prospect national
officer, helped by attending Rory’s
pivotal first meeting with Bechtel.
“I always introduced myself as
a Prospect rep from Trawsfynydd.
The fact that I was a union rep,
representing the staff here, really did
open the doors.
I would have got nowhere if I
hadn’t been a Prospect rep. I have
used it as my shield and to open
doors, to talk to people and engage
with them. We have only got this far
because of that.”
In May 2018, a Prospect delegation
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“The fact
that I was a
union rep,
representing
the staff
here, really
did open
doors”

led by Sue Ferns, Prospect senior
deputy general secretary visited the
site. Paul Novak, the Trades Union
Congress deputy general secretary,
was also part of the group.
Having come this far, the
final irony is that the accelerated
decommissioning at Trawsfynydd
never did go ahead.
But the possibility of a new power
plant on the site is a far greater
prize than a cleared brownfield site
with ‘three boxes and a few rabbits
running around.’
Rory concludes: “I've been
fortunate enough to have been
working in this industry since 1977.
It was exciting, very innovative and
exciting. I just hope we can recapture
that for the future.”

Small reactors
with big benefits
Rory on some of the advantages of SMRs

a factory and delivered to site by road
and rail under controlled conditions.
So you do all the groundwork and
put in all the drains, all the water
supplies and connections and then you
construct the framework for your steel
work etc.
Costs can be controlled and if you
have a fleet of them, you can have a
production line.
In five years time, if the SMR here is
doing well, you could add another one,
or another ten. It’s not fixed. They’re
modules. It gives the utility company
flexibility.
Imagine the effect on UK industry
if we could build a fleet of these SMRs
to sell abroad as well. It could be a
resurgence of UK manufacturing.”

Prospect commits to
balanced energy policy
and nuclear power
PROSPECT delegates backed an
important motion on the future of the
UK’s energy industry at its national
conference in Birmingham.
The motion, proposed by the union’s
national executive committee, calls for:
● an energy commission to set the
long-term direction of the industry
● investment in a national skills
programme, and
● more spending on energy research.
Opening the debate on behalf of
the NEC, Gary Swift (Magnox Nuclear)
said: “The way we produce, distribute
and store energy has all changed.”
He pointed out that 95% of those who
replied to a Prospect survey on energy last
year supported a balanced energy policy.
A majority of respondents also
wanted Prospect to campaign to
mitigate the effect of Brexit on
energy, including securing a close
association with Euratom.
Members also raised the skills
crisis facing the industry as many
highly skilled staff reach retirement.
Gary said the motion represented:
“A balanced sustainable energy policy
for us and for future generations.”
Neil Thomson (Scottish and

Southern Energy) also supported
the motion, saying:
“The security of a vital utility to
modern society is too important
to sit in the hands of politicians.”
Thomson also backed the
establishment of an independent
energy commission that would
focus on long term policy and the
integration of renewables into existing
transmission infrastructure.

Support for nuclear
Trevor Sperring (EDF) said Prospect
should promote nuclear as part of
UK energy policy, support nuclear
new build, campaign for more
research into nuclear and make sure
the UK has the skilled professionals
it needs to support this work.
However, Celia Hutchinson (BECTU
Media City and North west branch)
argued that the UK should move
away from nuclear and transfer skilled
roles to the renewables sector.
Gary Swift emphasised that the
motion was about a balanced and
coherent energy policy involving
nuclear and renewables alongside
other types of energy generation.

■ Baroness
Brown (below)
and Andrew
Roper (below
right)

How energy and telecoms are starting to overlap
THE energy industry of the future will need
experts in telecommunications, customer
service, data analytics, systems operation and
forecasting, a breakout session at national
conference heard.
Guest speaker Andrew Roper, director of
engineering and investment at Scottish and

Southern Energy (SSE), offered an overview
of how technological advances are driving
fundamental changes to the energy industry
and transforming many jobs of the future.
SSE now has its own telecommunications
network, SSE Enterprise Telecoms.
Roper’s key message was that the

technological
revolution will fundamentally
alter the way we live, work and relate to one
another, with our “energy communications
and service infrastructure boundaries no
longer distinct”.
■ Read the full report: bit.ly/energy_tele
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“SMALL modular reactors have
numerous designs. When they’re
talking about SMRs a lot of people
think about the ones in the nuclear
submarines.
The expertise for SMRs was built
up in the 1950s and early 60s for
the military. But there are marked
differences in the size and type of
fuel used in military SMRs and ones
proposed for power stations.
In terms of cost, you’re looking
at around £1.5bn for an SMR power
station that will produce 350
megawatts. That’s relatively affordable
for a utility company.
The key to the affordability of SMRs
and why they’re relatively simple to
manufacture is that they are built in

NATIONAL conference included a
breakout session on the UK energy
transition, giving delegates a chance
to hear from three speakers who are
closely involved in the huge changes
affecting the energy industry.
Julian Leslie, head of network
capability at National Grid, spoke about
how the rapid growth in renewable
generation is impacting the use of the
transmission network, and how the
challenge of managing an increasingly
complex system will require greater
cooperation between transmission and
distribution network operators.
Next, Baroness Brown of
Cambridge, a former Rolls-Royce
engineer and deputy chair of the
committee on climate change,
spoke about the development
of offshore renewables and the
pending offshore wind sector
deal, which has the potential to
provide a vital economic boost to
marginalised coastal communities.
Finally, Roger Hey, Western Power
Distribution’s future networks manager,
spoke about how the company is
planning for a future with more
distributed generation and a greater
use of electric vehicles.
The session concluded with
questions from delegates, who raised
concerns about skills shortages and
the lack of public investment in electric
vehicle charging infrastructure.
The session, attended by by almost
100 delegates from across Prospect’s
membership, will form
part of the union’s
ongoing energy policy
development work.
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REGULATION

The regulator needs to
consider workforce well-being
as well as infrastructure and
profits, says Prospect energy
researcher Nick Kardahji
HOW do we best ensure that the
UK’s electricity networks are
ready to face the challenges
of the next decade?
That’s the big question
facing the electricity and
gas regulator, Ofgem, as it
develops the next phase of price
regulation, called ‘RIIO-2’.
Getting it right will be critical to
ensuring Britain’s energy security
during the 2020s, especially in
the context of rapid and dramatic
changes in how we produce and
consume electricity.
So far most of the debate about
how regulation needs to adapt has
focused on the need for investment
in new assets and technology, or on
excessive corporate profits. There has
been virtually no discussion of the
impact on the workforce.
Prospect has argued for a long
time that this needs to change.
As the economy decarbonises,
renewable generation increases and
the electrification of transport and
heat gather pace, network operators
are having to plan for big changes in
how network assets will be used. But
the speed and scope of these changes,
especially in the short to medium
term, are very uncertain.
One clear example of this is
electric vehicles (EVs): consultants
Wood Mackenzie have estimated that
EVs could be anywhere between 12%
and 85% of new car sales by 2030 –
not a very helpful prediction!
As a result, designing a system of
regulation that can be flexible enough
to allow companies to prepare for
different eventualities, but without
resulting in excessive returns to
investors, is extremely challenging.

Investing in people
Prospect • EnergyEye – June 2018

Crucially, this isn’t just a question
of funding investment in new
physical infrastructure – it’s also
about ensuring network operators
adequately invest in the workforce.
The energy transition is making
network planning and management
much more complex, creating a
need for more highly-skilled workers.
But network operators are already
struggling to compete with new

Ofgem needs to take
workforce issues seriously

■ Kardahji –
Companies must
not preserve
investor returns
at the expense of
the workforce

entrants in the renewables industry
for a shrinking pool of skilled labour,
especially in specialist engineering
and craft roles. This problem is only
likely to grow more acute as a high
proportion of the existing workforce
nears retirement.
If the existing model of regulation
was attuned to workforce issues,
companies’ abilities to prepare for the
future might be less in doubt.
However, the evidence shows that
Ofgem has not been able to prevent
network companies from focusing on
short-term gains at the expense of
longer term workforce resilience.
Recent Prospect research has
shown, for example, that while
corporate profits have soared over the
last decade, real earnings for network
employees have at best stagnated,
and in some cases significantly
declined, making existing recruitment
and retention problems more acute.
At the same time, the Health
and Safety Executive has expressed
concerns about safety practices in the
industry, including staffing pressures,
the growing use of temporary
contractors and underspending on
training and skills development.

Bigger picture
Part of the problem is the narrow
focus of network regulation: as long
as electricity continues to flow in
the short term, and any increases in
network charges remain small, the

system is regarded as working well.
But if this is achieved at the
expense of safety, workers’ pay and
adequate investment in equipment
and skills, then we are simply storing
up big problems for the future.
If the use of EVs rises rapidly
during the 2020s, for example,
companies could be left scrambling
to reinforce existing network
infrastructure, build new assets, and
expand their skilled workforces at
short notice.
Such an outcome is likely to prove
very expensive for consumers who
will be left to foot the bill.
So the case for a major rethink is
clear. And, in the context of rising
calls for curbs on company profits, it
is especially important that an explicit
mechanism is developed to ensure
companies don’t try to preserve
investor returns at the expense of the
workforce.
A good starting place would be
for Ofgem to introduce a ‘working
standards’ target into the price
controls. This would require network
companies to meet clearly defined
targets on workforce satisfaction,
skills training, health and safety and
diversity and is something Prospect
has been calling for.
As we enter an increasingly
uncertain time for the industry,
Ofgem needs to ensure we have a
healthy, skilled workforce to meet the
challenges ahead.

