
Energy
Energy Ombudsman

Ombudsman report 
2010

We are the Energy Ombudsman, 
the ombudsman service set up to 
sort out disagreements between 
gas and electricity companies and 

their customers.

Our service is independent and has  
received approval from the UK gas  
and electricity regulator, Ofgem, as  
a statutory redress scheme in the  
energy sector.

New legislation, a 
dramatic rise in energy 
complaints and a process 
overhaul meant that 2009-
2010 was a busy year for 
the Energy Ombudsman. 
Lead Ombudsman for the 
sector Dr Richard Sills 
explains how the company 
handled the pressure to 
become a better, more 
efficient service.

The dilemma of forecasting
“We started the financial year with a 
higher level of energy complaints than  
we had anticipated and planned for,”  
says Richard. “We had the budget and 
staff for handling just under 450 energy 
cases per month but in June 2009 we 
received over 700 new cases and the long 
term average was well into the mid-500s 
for the whole year. We were severely 
challenged by the sheer numbers.

“We cannot explain why there was  
a sudden surge in complaints at this  
time, nor could we have predicted it. 
However, legislation that came into force 
in October 2008 would have probably 
played some part.”

The legislation – the Consumers, Estate 
Agents and Redress (CEAR) Act – 
required all energy companies that have 
domestic or small business customers, 
working in regulated areas, to join an  
approved dispute resolution scheme.
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15 new cases a month
“forecasts become less accurate the further out we look”

cases per month was the forecast
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The dilemma of forecasting

Before October 2008, membership to the 
service was voluntary and the Energy 
Ombudsman dealt only with residential 
complaints. 

Richard continues: “As it happens most of 
the increase in cases that we received was 
from small businesses during the first half 
of the year; the overall increase averaged 
to around 150 a month by September. 
Residential complaints remained fairly 
constant throughout the period. 
Nevertheless case numbers could  
not have been predicted.

“Otelo also experienced an unexpected 
increase in complaints but this service is 
not affected by the CEAR Act. Our budget 
and resources are shared across each of 
our sectors so the simultaneous rise in 
energy and telecom cases put further 
pressure on the business.”

It was clear the Energy Ombudsman had 
to make short and long term changes to 
allow it to cope with the backlog of work 
and any increased volumes in future.

“We had to process the numbers  
and did this by bringing in more staff.  
We took on outside contractors to ease 
the pressure and help us increase our 
processing rates. Towards the end of  
the year complaint numbers dropped 
significantly – again this was unexpected. 
The Energy Ombudsman service hasn’t 
been running as a statutory scheme long 
enough to establish any trends but this 
year has certainly highlighted the volatility 
of the sector.”

In line with other areas of the business,  
the Energy Ombudsman began to examine 
the possibility of restructuring and bringing 
in new processes to cope with the 
fluctuating numbers of complaints.

A more accurate outlook

So how many complaints will the  
service handle? Richard explains:  
“By their nature, forecasts become  
less accurate the further out we look. 
Although we can identify general patterns 
of complaints, methods do not exist to  
allow an exact forecast even over the  
short term. As a result, arriving at an 
annual forecast upon which we can set our 
budget is very problematic. Sometimes it 
is hard to forecast much beyond a week.”

Moving forward the Energy Ombudsman 
will work towards developing improved 
methods for short and longer term 
forecasting. The service will work even 
closer with its members to try and 
anticipate, more accurately, the number  
of complaints it is likely to receive.

“We will sit down with individual 
companies to discuss issues that affect 
complaint numbers on a monthly basis 
and try and pin-point the triggers that 
affect a rapid increase or decline.

“We hope that by monitoring the 
environment for energy consumers more 
closely, we will be able to manage our 
resources more effectively.”

We hope that by 
monitoring the 
environment for 
energy consumers 
more closely, we will 
be able to manage 
our resources more 
effectively

Dr Richard Sills,  
Lead Energy Ombudsman
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Case study

Non-requested 
disconnection
A customer’s meter readings had  
been under-estimated for some time  
and the bill was re-calculated after the 
company obtained actual meter readings. 
The customer called the company to 
agree a payment plan but the company 
failed to put this in place. Shortly after, 

the account proceeded to disconnection. 
The company forced entry into the 
property to disconnect the supply,  
as the customer was on holiday. 

To resolve this dispute, the customer 
wanted the company to refund the  
costs he incurred as a result of its  
actions – such as new locks and 
replacement food – and allow him  
to switch suppliers immediately.

The company admitted that the 
disconnection was a mistake but 
objected to the customer switching 

suppliers as there was still an 
outstanding debt on the account. 

The ombudsman agreed that the 
company was within its rights to  
object to the transfer but concluded  
that it had acted incorrectly in proceeding 
to disconnection when a payment 
arrangement had been agreed.  
The ombudsman required the company 
to issue a letter of apology in recognition 
of the shortfall in customer service and 
make a goodwill payment of £200 in the 
form of a credit to the energy account.

From Consumer Focus

Consumer Focus has worked closely 
with the Energy Ombudsman this year, 
and we look forward to continued close 
engagement. 

Throughout 2009-2010 Consumer 
Focus and the Energy Ombudsman 
met regularly to discuss the 
effectiveness of the redress 
arrangements for energy consumers, 
and industry and regulatory changes 
which could impact on the 
ombudsman’s work. The Memorandum 
of Understanding between our 
organisations has worked effectively 
and the information that the Energy 
Ombudsman provides to Consumer 
Focus on a monthly basis supports our 
work in motioning energy company 
performance and identifying industry 
trends.

In the year ahead we hope to continue 
to develop our relationship, based on 
the complementary roles that our two 
organisations play, in order to drive best 
practice in the industry and provide 
consumers with a strong voice.

Dhara Vyas, Senior Policy Advocate, 
Consumer Focus
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