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In the developed world, most of us take
electricity for granted. Few of us understand it. We cannot see it,
nor, except in modest amounts, can we store it. But those who
provide electricity are responsible for making sure that it is
available when we want it – for heating, cooling and lighting and
for powering everything from our phone chargers, computers,
websites and vacuum cleaners to industry, hospitals, commerce and
trains.

Public electricity supply in the UK began as
a local function, under private ownership, or in the hands of
municipalities. When demand for it grew, production and
distribution was extended nationally and it became a responsibility
of the state. Some companies produced their own electricity and
sold their surplus to the state industry, but despite legislation
in 1983 requiring the industry to buy privately-produced power and
give independent producers access to its network, the industry did
nothing to encourage its competitors. State monopolies tend not to
like privately-owned interlopers – even small ones.

In 1987, the frustrated privateers decided to
form an association to fight for a better deal. With a public and
private sector background and some public relations experience –
but no knowledge of electricity – I was invited to help. We caught
a wave. The state industry was privatised and opportunities were
opened up. But there was still a great deal for the association to
fight for (or against), so it put down roots and it grew.

It soon dawned on politicians that although
the state no longer owned the industry, it could still dictate how
it should be run. Their policies sometimes conflicted with each
other – par for the course in politics, but a headache to those who
have to satisfy customers and investors. They also changed their
minds from time to time about which policies were more important –
unsettling for companies that need a stable framework against which
to invest huge sums for the long term. The industry’s customers –
the people who should have been the driving force behind everything
it did – grew to hate it, especially when it looked profitable, or
it put its prices up; and even more so when those things coincided.
The politicians argued about energy policy and many wanted it to be
driven by the climate change agenda; a financial crisis shocked the
world; rising prices caused a political storm; the industry’s
leading figures were vilified and unintended consequences of policy
caused uncertainty. Policy-makers wobbled. Investors hesitated and
some turned their backs on the UK electricity supply industry.
There were even warnings of power shortages – surely the very last
thing that customers expected.

This is how it looked from my desk.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


This book is dedicated to my wife, Judith.
She has encouraged me throughout my working life, not least in the
25 years when I was involved with the AIEP, AEP and Energy UK;
picking me up when I was down and sharing the pleasure when things
went well. The job meant that we usually had to spend a large part
of the week miles apart, but Judith felt part of it. She was.
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As I began writing this, the UK’s electricity
and gas supply industry seemed to be in everyone’s bad books.
Rising prices were seldom out of the news and an outgoing energy
regulator, a learned engineering institution and even National Grid
had warned of the risk of future power shortages. Surveys suggested
that the public disliked energy companies even more than they
disliked banks. In the midst of the debate about prices and
security, those people who believe that by cutting its
energy-related carbon emissions the UK can prevent the world’s
climates from changing, were also unhappy – critical of the lack of
progress on reducing emissions. On the website of The Guardian, online responses to reports about higher
energy prices revealed a predictable interest in renationalisation
of the electricity industry and incidentally, one or two somewhat
illiberal views about what should be done to the bosses of the
biggest energy companies. Letters to the Head of Business at the
Daily Telegraph blamed the energy
companies for messing things up and called for the return of the
engineering-led Central Electricity Generating Board (CEGB), but I
suspect that this was more to do with their dissatisfaction with
the companies than with any understanding of the part played by
successive governments in causing many of the difficulties. On the
other hand, comments on the website of that newspaper exposed its
readers’ huge frustration with the Coalition Government’s role in
all of this; contempt for the policies of the previous Labour
government and on the part of many contributors, the belief that
voting for the UK Independence Party would fix everything.
Unlikely, but the instinct of those readers was at least partially
right – we have to look beyond Westminster for the cause of some of
the problems.

This book examines those controversial
issues, and it does so from the point of view of someone who, for
many years, headed a trade association which represented a wide
range of energy interests – from small family businesses to huge
international companies. But the book is also about the small part
– a very enjoyable part – that I played in the liberalisation of
the electricity supply industry in Britain and later, in the
liberalised world; the growth of the association that now
represents the industry, from its early life in a cottage in
Cornwall to a London HQ close to the political corridors of power.
It is also about some of the remarkable people that helped to make
it all possible and importantly, the way public policy towards the
industry changed after the industry was liberalised. Politicians,
few of whom knew anything of engineering and not many about the
world of finance and investment, found it irresistible to make
demands of the industry – always with good intentions, of
course.

The changes in public policy in the 25 years
during which I was involved were huge. They seem to have brought us
to a point where we pursued neither the post-war ideals of public
ownership, nor the Thatcher government’s belief that electricity
supply should be competitive and driven by customers. Not only
that, I suspect that bookmakers would not offer very compelling
odds for any particular energy policy having a long shelf-life. The
past may not always be the best guide to the future, but it is best
not ignored. A glance in the rear-view mirror shows that policy has
followed a winding road – definitely not the most economical route,
and one which some industry players and investors might blame for
inducing a certain amount of travel sickness. Threats of
legislation to freeze prices or impose windfall taxes – the latter
threat arising three or four times – did nothing to make investors
feel any better, and they offered little real benefit to
hard-pressed customers.

In the second decade of the century, the
policies for electricity seemed to follow something akin to a
political ‘third way’. This way was certainly not state ownership,
although it was subject to a huge amount of state control. It
relied on private capital, but the owners enjoyed nothing like the
freedom that was envisaged when the state industry was sold off in
1990-1991. The state industry’s ‘consumers’ may have been elevated
to the status of the privatised industry’s ‘customers’, but somehow
the industry had become dangerously alienated from them. Often that
was a result of corporate clumsiness – companies, big ones
especially, are apt to do silly things at times – but it was at
least as much to do with the unintended consequences of government
decisions.

In June 1982, the Secretary of State for
Energy, Nigel Lawson MP, gave a speech to the International
Association of Energy Economists in Cambridge in which he rejected
the idea that government should own or control energy production
and consumption and the notion of a ‘natural monopoly’ and argued
that it should set a framework for the market to operate and
minimise distortions in that market. In May of the following year,
the Energy Act 1983 became law in the UK. But this was a small and
no more than tentative step in the direction of Lawson’s thinking
and in June 1983, he was moved from the Department of Energy to
become Chancellor of the Exchequer – the role for which he would
become much better known and would play a big part in British
political history. Peter Walker succeeded Lawson at the Department
of Energy and found himself immersed in the government’s strategy
to handle the miners’ strike of 1984-85. Not that it was very
likely that Peter Walker would have had much enthusiasm for
Lawson’s agenda anyway, for he was inclined towards intervention,
rather than liberalisation. Instead, it fell to his successor,
Cecil Parkinson, and Parkinson’s Energy Minister, Michael Spicer,
to develop the thinking. So their Electricity Act 1989 was a far
bigger and more confident step than the Energy Act of 1983. It led
to the break-up and sale of the state-owned electricity monopoly
and the emergence of private ownership and competitive markets. The
government did not detach itself completely from the industry, but
it handed many functions to an independent regulator and seemed to
loosen considerably the political grip.

But nothing is for ever. Before long, the
government’s hands were not only where we might expect to find them
– on the big decisions shaping the framework of the industry – but
in detailed matters of customer choice (customers were deemed to
have too much choice) and how domestic bills are presented (they
were thought to be too complicated). The independent regulation of
the industry, which other countries had soon come to admire,
changed too. Ofgem (previously ‘OFFER’ and ‘OFGAS’) was essentially
a creature of Parliament, but was meant to reach decisions
independently. Nevertheless, it was asked more and more to become
an instrument for implementing new policy and worse than that, to
grapple with the conflicts in energy policy which had been created
by the politicians. So not only did it regulate, but it also
administered some of the schemes that successive governments
required the industry to adopt. This was a far cry from the
thinking that led to the freeing-up of the industry. In fact the
first regulator, the ‘Director General of Electricity Supply’,
Professor Stephen Littlechild, expected the success of a
competitive market to reduce the regulator’s role almost to that of
regulating only the monopoly elements of the business. There was
clearly no prospect of that happening. In fact, there was more
regulation than ever, and it seemed that there was no aspect of the
way that the industry was run that could not be improved upon with
ideas from politicians or the huge number of people at Ofgem. Not
only was there said to be far too much choice in tariffs, but many
argued that there was too little choice as far as the number of
suppliers is concerned – although, at the time of writing, a
Which? Report listed as many as 15 of
them. I make that 14 more than we were able to choose from when the
industry was a state-owned bureaucracy.

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, there were
many arguments against electricity privatisation and they were
voiced strongly, even though often they had little substance. One
argument that might well have concerned the politicians, however,
was the claim that a privately-owned electricity industry would not
be able or willing to make big investments in power stations and
networks. For most of the post-privatisation era, this concern had
been shown to be completely unfounded. National Grid’s investment
in the transmission network, for example, exceeded the achievements
of the state-owned industry and in the electricity-producing
sector, there was certainly no shortage of investment in gas-fired
power stations in the 1990s. In fact, there was so much of it that
the market eventually became over-provided, prices crashed and some
companies – substantial ones – went bust.

In 2012-2013, however, with European air
quality regulations closing many of our older power stations and
the UK determined to go farther than the EU to reduce carbon
emissions, there were deep concerns about the level of generating
capacity which would be available to meet future peak demand in
Britain. The companies that wanted to invest in their industry –
and when they did, they were usually very good at it, of course –
were facing uncertainty and much greater risk than one might
expect. This was an astonishing state of affairs for an industry
whose commodity is something upon which the whole of modern life
depends and which, notwithstanding their distaste for the
providers, its customers want very badly.

The issue was not confined to the UK. In
2012, as Chairman of its Energy Policy and Generation Committee, I
was asked by the pan-European trade body Eurelectric, to chair a
task force on investment in the industry across Europe. The
composition of the task force extended beyond the electricity
industry, to include one or two financiers, consultants and
academics. We presented its findings to a large audience in
Brussels on 6 December 2012. The report1 revealed huge
scepticism among electricity industry leaders about the feasibility
of the investment that politicians thought could be achieved and it
pointed very clearly to the political and regulatory risks that the
industry faced. The report said, among other things:

‘Investment decisions in
the European electricity industry are more difficult than they
should be. Today’s business case for investments is influenced more
by political and regulatory decisions than by customer demand. If
political and regulatory risks are high, investment may be deferred
or investors may look for a bigger return. This ultimately risks
making electricity more expensive for customers. ’

The European Commission, which seemed to
think that it provided the industry with more than enough clarity
to bring forward investment, did not like the report very much.

That report from Eurelectric received little
coverage in the UK, but worries about investment were beginning to
make a few headlines. On 19 February 2013, the outgoing Chief
Executive of Ofgem, Alistair Buchanan, warned that in the British
electricity market, the ‘capacity margin’ – the difference between
peak demand and the generating capacity available to serve it – was
going to shrink: ‘Within three years we will see
the reserve margin of generation fall from below 14% to below 5%.
That is uncomfortably tight. ’

In March 2013, I was invited by an
international bank in London Powering Investments: Challenges for
the liberalised electricity sector. Eurelectric. December 2012. to
discuss the Eurelectric report and to meet a number of investors.
Sitting across the table from me, four managers of investment
funds, each with billions of pounds at his disposal, declared that
it was impossible to recommend investment in the industry.

Some three months later, on 27 June 2013, the
interim Chief Executive of Ofgem, Andrew Wright, announced that,
depending on demand, the generation capacity margin in 2015-2016
would be between 2% and 5% and that the probability of a supply
disruption had increased.

Then, in October 2013, the Royal Academy of
Engineering published GB electricity capacity
margin, which stated ‘… the government should be mindful of
the possibility of capacity shortages during the next five years.
’2

The worst should not come to the worst. In
fact, National Grid’s efforts to strike deals with industrial
customers who were prepared to reduce demand when things were tight
should help; albeit there may well be press reports complaining
about businesses not being able to manufacture their products when
they are being paid not to use electricity. But faced with a
forthcoming shortage of power station capacity, energy companies
seemed very cautious about investing in their own industry and we
should look carefully at why it has come about.

For the avoidance of doubt, this is not a
textbook. And, although it starts at what was, for me, the
beginning, and some of the dates in the story are important, nor is
it a diary. Unlike the well-known politicians, when I was at work I
did not record meticulously each day’s events and my thoughts on
them. My diaries contained no GB Electricity Capacity Margin Royal
Academy of Engineering, October 2013. ISBN: 978-1-909327-02-3 more
than the briefest details of my appointments. I was pleased to
discover, however, that I still had most of those diaries – at
least, as far back as 1992 - and many of the entries triggered
memories which, although they were not always in high definition,
did help to get some things more clearly in order. The book,
however, is not written entirely in chronological order and I hope
that this will not matter to the reader.

For those who do want to read serious text
books on the last 25 years of the electricity industry in Britain,
I recommend in particular, ‘Energy, the State and the Market:
British Energy Policy since 1979’ by Dieter Helm3 and
‘The British Electric Industry 1990-2010: The Rise and Demise of
Competition’ by Alex Henney4 . As for political books with
relevant energy content, I recommend ‘Right at the Centre: an
autobiography’, by Cecil Parkinson5 and ‘The Spicer
Diaries’, by Michael Spicer.6

I have asked myself once or twice why I went
to the trouble of writing this book. Part of the answer is that it
would give me the satisfaction that I had done something useful
after retiring from full-time work – I can still achieve something.
Vanity, yes, but there are two other reasons and they are no less
important.

First, is to record how a tiny trade
association grew to become influential and recognised nationally,
having spent its early years in a six-foot-square office in a
terraced cottage on a Cornish hillside. It is what modern managers
and presenters like to call ‘a journey’. I can say, however, that
although we usually knew where the next stop was, the final
destination was far from clear. I can also say that I wrote most of
that history with a smile on my face, because, although it was
often very tough, I enjoyed those times immensely. But the way that
the Association grew in credibility and influence over the years
was down to staff, advisers and members, who deserve to have their
huge contribution acknowledged.

The second reason is to express some
frustration with the way the industry has been treated by
policy-makers. After freeing it up to ensure that investment and
operational decisions were driven by the need to satisfy customers,
governments gave themselves a huge amount of control over the
industry, even though the state no longer owned it.

No less disconcerting is how they exercised
that control. The emphasis of energy policy changed with surprising
frequency and the policy-makers’ good intentions often had
unintended consequences. The industry, of course, invests vast sums
for the long term, for which it relies on stable politics and
clarity of purpose. Unfortunately, those who call the shots look
towards a different horizon – one which is no farther away than the
next general election. This helped to make the electricity supply
industry riskier than it used to be. It increased costs, made
investors hesitant and sometimes drove money into other sectors and
other parts of the world. But perhaps belatedly, politicians seemed
to recognise that no one was obliged to invest in the UK’s energy
market and potential investors might have needed some
encouragement. Whether they recognised their responsibility for
creating so much of the uncertainty that they were trying to reduce
is not clear, but some of them began to talk about the need to give
confidence to investors. So, unlike the Labour government’s reform
in 2001, the Coalition Government’s electricity market reform
programme, which began in 2010, was not a measure to increase
competition and push down prices. The Coalition still claimed to
want that (and vociferously in opposition, so did the Labour Party
leadership), but at the very time when customers became
hypersensitive about energy bills, it gave priority to the ‘low
carbon’ agenda and – Ministers began to argue – security of
supply.

The Coalition’s ‘Electricity Market Reform’
(EMR) was intended to give investors confidence to invest in
building huge amounts of ‘low carbon’ electricity production, which
the previous market, based on the ‘cheapest fuel and technology
first’, did not do to the extent that the policy-makers wanted –
even with carbon emissions being priced into the economics of power
generation. In the course of drafting legislation and in response
to alarm in the press, the Coalition did decide to strengthen the
justification for its reform by claiming that in years to come,
electricity prices would be lower than they otherwise would have
been – even quoting figures. Those figures were, in fact,
surprisingly precise, so in my kindest moments, I felt able to
conclude that the government had been employing people who were
much better at forecasting than their predecessors ever were. But
this political afterthought about ‘savings’ from EMR was not very
convincing, nor was it of any comfort to those customers whose
problem with paying their bills was very real and more
immediate.

However successful the Association of
Electricity Producers may have been in the course of all this and
in its modern form – as Energy UK – still is, over the years, it
found itself too often on the back foot, fighting battles from a
defensive position. It won many of those battles, but whilst it was
fighting, the industry and its representative bodies, including the
one that I led, often failed to notice that they were losing the
war.

A good working relationship between
government7 and the electricity supply
industry is vital. It does not have to be cosy, but each side
should have respect for the other, otherwise home truths may not be
heard, or, may not even be told and bad decisions will be made.
There was always a relationship between government and that
industry and it seems to be quite close today, although many
politicians are happy to take a swipe at the energy companies when
there are headlines to be grabbed.

At AEP, from time to time, I or my senior
staff would get a call from a civil servant on the lines of ‘We are
thinking of suggesting something like… What do you think the effect
of that would be?’ The discussion was conducted in confidence. The
response was given in good faith and it was trusted. That is good
trade association work. But it was about only one sector of the
industry – power generation. And, it was usually about detail,
typically short-term and definitely not the ‘big picture’.

But under a never-ending torrent of
consultations from government and regulators, we gave too little
attention to the big picture, and the big picture was changing.

In the early years after privatisation, I was
a regular visitor to the corridors of Westminster and Whitehall and
on reflection, my colleagues and I should have been there far more
often. But government was meant to be playing less of a part in the
affairs of the industry. So my visits were either just to keep in
touch, perhaps with Christopher Wilcock CB at the Department of
Energy, who had played a big part in the privatisation and
re-structuring, or to argue that government should not do something that it had been considering. Then it
dawned on me that a) most policy-makers feel much more comfortable
if they are doing things, or at least are seen to be doing them and
b) nearly everyone else wearing a visitor’s badge in the power
house of SW1 was there for reasons that were exactly the opposite
to mine. They wanted the government to intervene and as often as
not, to spend other people’s money on their cause. The efforts of a
great number of lobbyists, each promoting a worthy but sectoral
interest, were insidious. Over time, the market, in which, to some
extent, government had intervened from day one, would become
progressively less free, rather than more.

In the build-up to electricity privatisation,
many critics pointed out that although they would be more
efficient, privately-owned companies would find it more expensive
than the state industry to raise capital. That was certainly the
case, but it is ironic that, under private ownership, it was the
state that added so much to the industry’s risks and was
responsible for increasing the cost of its investments. The
customers pay for that, just as they do for the various legal
obligations that governments impose on their electricity
suppliers.

There was another change which was no less
damaging. Soon after privatisation, the industry found itself in
the news far more often than anyone had envisaged. The publicity
was invariably unhelpful. In the years immediately after
privatisation, it was about bosses’ pay and share options, the lack
of competition in power generation and complaints from large
industrial customers about electricity prices. Weaning them off the
deals they had had with the state electricity industry was
difficult, not least because some operated in international
markets, where their competitors enjoyed support from governments
far less concerned with the notion of competition. Just
occasionally, not only the pay but the private lives of senior
figures in the industry also made the headlines. So any PhD student
who is researching the reputational issues that afflict the modern
industry will find much to interest them after the year 2000, but
will discover that the roots of those issues go back to the 1990s,
and there were plenty of sensational headlines in that decade too.
The mistrust is very deep-rooted indeed and it is in the interests
of all parties that this should be corrected. The industry is fully
aware of the problem and is working hard on it. But the climb back
to respectability will be slow. There can be no quick fix. Perhaps
the only things that will happen quickly in that process will be
the inevitable setbacks.


 


​ CHAPTER ONE

Communicating for others
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‘Two alligator steaks and make it snappy’ was a line
I used in my PR company’s press release for a hotel and restaurant
client in Cornwall in the late 1980s. If this were an email, rather
than a book, you would be seeing after the last sentence a
red-faced emoticon signifying my embarrassment. After abandoning a
successful, but eventually frustrating, career in local government
in favour of greater independence, I had created and run, with my
wife, a guidebook-rated restaurant in a fishing village a couple of
miles from that particular client’s business, and I wondered why on
earth the client wanted to be cooking and promoting alligator. I
made a raised-eyebrow enquiry, but it was not for me to advise them
on their menu. Rather, I had to help make the best of their
intentions. That’s life for those who earn their living trying to
communicate for others.

Thankfully, the work was not always like that
and it was certainly varied. I promoted a business that made and
sold top-quality ice cream at a time when most people were
satisfied with an industrial version; handled publicity for a range
of health products; helped to promote a database which was still
being marketed years later; prepared catalogues of hard-to-find
music; promoted holiday cottages; publicised top-quality hi-fi,
lovingly built by Heybrook in Plymouth – these things and many more
were hugely satisfying to work on. Even more so because I worked
from a tiny office in our mid-terrace cottage on a beautiful
hillside at Herodsfoot in south-east Cornwall. It was a miner’s
cottage where in the 19th century, ‘hot bedding’ had been the order
of the day8, but in the second half of the
1980s it bristled with new technology. Not only desk-top
publishing, but email – Telecom Gold. Compared with today’s
offerings, it was fiendishly complicated to use. It was also
somewhat limited in its usefulness, in that there did not seem to
be that many other people with access to it, nor even with much
interest in it. Worse still, most of those that were interested
were rather obsessive about it and like many other computer users
at the time were happy to be seen as members of a cult. Limited
though it was, this was nevertheless a far cry from the previous
era where, if we wanted a telephone, we were expected to be
grateful for being allowed to go on a waiting list. It was an
equally far cry from the electronic communications we take for
granted today.

In fact, it was a good friend in that early
email community – someone I had known for many years and who did
have the vision to see where technology was going – whose
recommendation led me to a client that would enable me to play a
small part in a vitally important industry – one that was about to
experience a seismic change.

My great friend and occasional business
colleague, Barry Cooper, advised the energy consultant David
Andrews to come and see me. Also working on a hillside, but in
Welsh border country, Barry was a far-seeing engineer and
distinguished transport planner, a crystal-clear thinker and a
pioneer in the adoption of IT and remote working. David Andrews had
a contract with the Cornwall Energy Project and wanted publicity material. I was engaged
to provide it. I remember little of the task, except that the study
was about renewable energy and that having picked over the client’s
draft, I suggested that the frequently-used word ‘renewables’
should appear in inverted commas. It was 1987 and the word was
hardly common parlance. The client, with different assumptions
about the public’s level of understanding, or, perhaps greater
vision, did not agree with me though.

Midway through the work, in May 1987, David
Andrews came to see me to check progress. He was on his way to
Truro, having been in London.

‘I have just been to an interesting meeting.
We are going to start a campaign for independent electricity
producers. They are being screwed by the CEGB and we are going to
set up an association to fight for their interests. Would you be
interested in doing some work for them?’

‘An association for what? I thought
electricity came from the state industry. ’

‘Most of it does, but there are small private
producers that are not getting a fair deal. Some of them are using
renewable energy, the others are using CHP. There’s a wind turbine
near Falmouth. Have you seen that?’

‘I shall go and look, but some of them are
using what?’

‘CHP. Combined heat and power – an engine
runs a generator to make electricity and they capture the heat from
the engine to provide hot water and heating in nearby buildings.
It’s efficient. ’

‘What’s this association called?’

‘We haven’t got a name for it yet, but it’s
going to be exciting. ’

‘Who did you say the association was
for?’

‘Independent electricity producers. ’

‘Then, shouldn’t it be called the
“Association of Independent Electricity Producers”?’

‘I suppose it should. ’

It all sounded interesting, but there was
more to come.

‘There’s going to be a meeting of the likely
members, in London, in September. You ought to come. You don’t have
to do anything. Just sit there in the audience, listen and take
notes. It’ll be perfect. You’ll find out who they all are and what
it’s all about. ’

I enthused about the idea, but not about
having to go to London. My work was there, in Cornwall. Wasn’t I
one of those people in the vanguard of change? No office block. No
factory. My ‘commute’ was down the stairs to a tiny, south-facing
office, where I had a view over the valley of the West Looe
River.

But he pressed the point and finally I agreed
to go to his meeting in London. After all, apart from making a long
train journey, all I had to do was listen and take some notes.

The meeting, in September 1987, was at the
Connaught Rooms, in Covent Garden. I think there were perhaps 30 or
more people present, ‘theatre-style’ with three or four people at
the top table, on a platform. Most, perhaps all, of those present
were men. Most were in suits. As it was in London, I also wore a
suit. In fact, I wore my only suit. Purchased in Plymouth not long
before (I had needed a suit for some work I did for the Merseyside
Tourism Board), it was light grey, with mohair in it. Worn with a
blue Jermyn Street shirt and a red silk tie, it was admittedly
rather flashy.

As David Andrews had promised, the meeting
was interesting. It appeared that there had been legislation to
encourage private production of electricity in competition with the
Central Electricity Generating Board (CEGB). It had been
well-intentioned, but it was not working. There was also a problem
with rates levied on privately-owned power facilities – much higher
than the privateers thought that they should be. Per unit of
capacity, they were higher than the rates applied to the CEGB’s
power stations. Having left the public sector, disenchanted, some
nine years earlier (and having got rid of my suits), I liked the
sound of this little battle.

I listened with great interest and took
copious notes. Then I heard someone on the platform say ‘We have
taken on someone to help us with our publicity. He’s called, er…
David Porter. I think he is here today and he is going to come up
and tell us what he is going to do. ’

What?

Unprepared, but trying not to look too
surprised, I went to the platform and said a few words. On
reflection, I must have sounded rather like a politician. But it
didn’t matter. The collective will to do something was tangible and
they were on a high. They applauded. Perhaps that mohair suit had
not looked too flashy after all.

At the end of the meeting, the chairman
suggested that those present should contribute something to get the
Association started. The sum proposed was £30 for each organisation
represented. A trilby hat was passed round. I later learned that
the collection had raised £470.47. One does not have to be a star
of Countdown to work out that this was not
an exact multiple of £30. More likely, it was evidence that many
had come completely unprepared to start funding the organisation
and that others were ready to donate at least their small change.
Nine months later, however, the ‘Income’ in the Association’s first
set of annual accounts showed not only the proceeds of that
collection, but membership subscriptions of £15,125 – enough to get
the Association of Independent Electricity Producers up and
running.
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Up and running
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The new Association was soon functioning. An
Executive Committee was set up, chaired by George Rufford, who,
until his retirement had been Deputy Chairman of Eastern
Electricity Board at Ipswich. George was not fully retired - he
lectured on energy part-time at South Bank Polytechnic and did some
consultancy. It was not his academic credentials, however, which
made him an ideal chairman of this new lobby group. It was the
experience of a successful career of 40 years in the electricity
industry, allied to a strongly-held belief in competition and
deep-seated scepticism about some of the practices of the industry
to which he had dedicated his working life. George would ask
discomforting questions such as why the industry was running and
cross subsidising retail outlets (yes, the ‘Electricity Board’ used
to sell cookers, refrigerators, washing machines and other
electrical appliances). He was also a thorn in the side of the
Electricity Council, opposing his colleagues’ support of the report
of the Plowden Committee9, which had called for the creation
of a single public corporation for the electricity supply industry.
That report spent rather a long time in the ministerial ‘pending’
tray, but in July 1980, to George’s delight, the Secretary of State
for Energy, David Howell MP, announced that he had decided not to
accept its main proposal, namely to turn the industry into one
corporation. Genial, lean, silver-haired, and usually with a
twinkle in his eye, George had a hard cutting edge, honed from
years of battling with bureaucracy. He was very clear, however,
that the Association would not be fundamentalist in its approach to
the state industry and – though some might have wished otherwise –
nor would it adopt a stance which was hostile to nuclear power.

Among the members of the first Executive
Committee were Fergus Wiggin, Managing Director of the Combined
Heat and Power operation of Slough Estates; Cdr George Chapman RN,
Honorary Secretary of the National Association of Water Power Users
(NAWPU); Dr D C Pike of Green Land Reclamation, which served a
gravel company which was developing a landfill gas business; Andrew
Garrad of the wind energy consultancy Garrad Hassan; Chris Foster
of C R Foster and Partners, a family-owned hydro-power business in
the west of Scotland and John Kimber, a representative of Hawker
Siddeley Power Engineering; the latter occasionally hosting
meetings in an unlikely setting for this bunch of guerrillas – the
company’s prestigious board room in Duke Street, St James’s, London
SW1. To a man, these were strong characters, who were not only up
for a fight, but would shape the way that the Association worked
for years to come. In the case of ‘Spike’ Pike, the lasting nature
of the Association was to prove somewhat ironic as, having seen
other trade bodies develop then lose their way, he had expressed
initially the perfectly sensible view that the organisation should
form, fight, win its battle and promptly disband. Before too long,
other strong personalities joined, including Martin Alder of Wessex
Water, whose company had small-scale power generation running on
sewage gas (Martin would later become an independent developer of
wind energy), Ralph Sargent of Ahlstrom Pyropower and Lesley Potts
of Hydro Energy Developments in Dumfriesshire. Richard Cooper, from
the commercial side of British Coal, also became involved and
sometimes provided meeting facilities at Hobart House, the
company’s London HQ.

This colourful and formidable team would not
have come together without the initiative of the consultancy
Orchard Partners, where electrical and mechanical engineering work
was led by William Orchard, whose father had founded the practice,
and expertly managed by consultants John Macadam and Stephen
Andrews. Some of the practice’s clients were members of the
Combined Heat and Power Association, but had become disenchanted
with the performance of that organisation, arguing that the
presence in its membership of representatives of the state
electricity industry was a constraint on its effectiveness. They
also recognised that the range of electricity-generating interests
that were unhappy with their ability to trade went well beyond the
users of CHP.

The meeting room at the front of the offices
of Orchard Partners, in Southampton Row, London WC2 was the home
for the initial meetings of the new association. Austere, gloomy
and decidedly less salubrious than the Hawker Siddeley premises, it
suffered from the noise of passing buses which occasionally drowned
out discussion, but it was not too far from ‘French Frank’s’ from
whence came the sandwiches for lunch. The services of the
above-mentioned John Macadam and Stephen Andrews were provided to
the Association – as Treasurer10 and Director respectively.
They brought immense professional expertise and invaluable
understanding of the industry and later would become highly
respected and influential in their own consultancy.

I was made Business Manager, with a range of
responsibilities including recruitment and publicity, the latter,
at least initially, hand in hand with David Andrews. At this time,
most of the AIEP’s affairs were dealt with on trust. There was
neither the time nor the appetite for written contracts, although I
was invited by John Macadam, at the behest of the Executive
Committee, to submit a proposal for arrangements under which I
would be paid for a day or two’s work per week. I wrote suggesting
a fee of £100 per day – not a huge sum for a self-employed
consultant, even in 1987. John Macadam called me to say that my
proposal was perfectly reasonable. There was, however, a problem.
The newly-formed AIEP did not have the funds to pay me what I had
asked and he wondered whether I would accept a rate of £50 per day,
with a £50 bonus for each new member I recruited to the
Association. I was content with that and it was already beginning
to look as though it would be fun.

But what was to be the Association’s address?
Initially, it was ‘care of’ Orchard Partners in Southampton Row,
but using my phone number in Cornwall. This did not convey the
sense of organisation that we needed. I had formed a company –
South West One Ltd – for my various publicity and PR activities,
registered at our home on the hillside in Herodsfoot. Quite soon,
the Association’s address became the South West One address,
carefully avoiding any reference to the name of the cottage from
which it operated.

Remote and tiny though it was, the office was
packed with the leading-edge technology of the day. We had a
desktop publishing (DTP) system, based on a Zenith 20MB hard-drive
640k RAM computer and a 300 dpi laser printer, the latter piece of
equipment alone having cost me £4,400. I had been to a DTP
exhibition and had visited the nearest Apple dealer 140 miles away
in Poole. The technology was quite breathtaking in its capabilities
and it seemed obvious to me that I should buy Apple Macintosh kit.
Discussion with Barry Cooper, however, led me down a different
route. Barry explained that the Apple machines were very
different11 from the industry-standard IBM
PC and I was uneasy about spending a lot of money on equipment that
was not ‘mainstream’. I went down the IBM route and with the help
of Andrew Reed of PMS Developments, nearly 200 miles away in
Hereford, had to face up to learning how to use Ventura Publisher,
a huge American program that would handle vast amounts of data,
incorporate graphics and facilitate professional-looking page
design. As a novice, I found this challenging. Even Andrew Reed was
challenged, at times, but his experience helped him find the way
round every obstacle that appeared and his cigars kept him calm
through the entire process. The marks the cigar stubs caused in my
office rubbish bin are still there today.

I was a wordsmith and not a graphic designer,
but I knew that the DTP system would give me a little bit of design
capability that far exceeded anything that I had taught myself to
do with a pencil, a Rotring pen or Letraset. This proved helpful
when I decided that the AIEP needed a letterhead. An hour or two
playing around on-screen with the graphics and a ‘logo’ appeared –
three rectangular pillars, each filled with a different density of
tone. All in black and white, of course - colour was still a long
way off. A few years later, I recall being asked about the meaning
of the AIEP logo and felt obliged to confess that it had been the
result of some doodling on the computer screen. The member who
asked the question found my answer hard to cope with. He came from
a big company, where branding was a serious business, involving
months of drafting, evaluating and testing – and big cheques for
specialist consultancies. He couldn’t take it in. I should have
used my imagination and spun him a yarn that he would have found
re-assuring. Especially as, within a few years, several ‘big
corporate’ people, like him, would be found sharing the same table
as those who had come down from the hills in 1987 to form the band
of rebels.

Having been reluctant to go to London for
that meeting in September 1987, I now found myself a regular user
of the 6.30 am train from Liskeard to Paddington – the ‘Golden
Hind. ’ From time to time, though, prospective members of the
Association would ask to come and visit me. I was a bit smug about
operating from a cottage on a Cornish hillside, but I knew that
very few of the people from conventional businesses would
understand it, so, because my diary was so ‘crowded’, they were
dissuaded from making a trip to Cornwall that they may well have
been looking forward to. They must have been amazed to discover how
rarely I was at the office in Cornwall and how often I was (or
could be) in London.

The principle of remote working was
occasionally discussed in serious newspaper articles at the time,
but it was still seen as futuristic and very few people gave it any
credibility. But when Brian Beddoes, a good friend from our
restaurant days, invited me to be the guest speaker at the dinner
of the Looe Valley Rotary Club one Monday evening, ‘I work from
home’ was the subject of my talk. Of course, there were other
people in Britain who did that, but at the time, a good many of
them seemed to be knitting woolly jumpers – a way of working not
far removed from that of the cottage industries of the 18th
century.

Remarkably quickly, the newly-formed
Association found itself lobbying head-on about the ineffectiveness
of the 1983 Energy Act. The prospect of the state electricity
industry being privatised by the Thatcher government was
occasionally in the news, but it was by no means certain that it
would go ahead. Plenty of commentators thought it too difficult,
inadvisable, or both. Doubts were fostered by an unhappy precedent
which haunted the Conservative government. The privatisation of the
state-owned gas industry in 1986 had succeeded, but only as far as
the industry’s management and trade unions had allowed it to. It
had been privatised as an integrated monopoly with the expectation
that on the world stage, it would be a ‘national champion’. His
diaries show that, on 22 June 1987, the Energy Minister, Michael
Spicer MP, wrote that privatisation as a monopoly in the way that
gas had been privatised had to be resisted, saying ‘If I don’t get
my way on this I shall leave the government. ’12
The state electricity industry would almost certainly resist
privatisation and if confronted with it, could be expected to take
much the same stance as that taken by the gas industry. But as yet,
there were no formal proposals; certainly no White Paper.

Shortly after the gathering at the Connaught
Rooms in September 1987, the Association found itself in the
corridors of power. At the Department of Energy’s offices at Thames
House South in Westminster an AIEP team met Secretary of State for
Energy Cecil Parkinson MP and Energy Minister Michael Spicer MP
accompanied by their senior officials, Bill McIntyre and Willy
Rickett. Willy’s input to the huge changes that lay ahead would
prove to be crucial. Later, his career would take him to other
departments of government only to return him years later to a more
modern incarnation of the Department as Director General of
Energy13. I noticed across the table
Michael Spicer taking a keen interest in the up-to-date list of
members that we had supplied to the Department. There were probably
60 names on that laser-printed sheet of A4 ‘Conqueror’ paper.

Later experience of Ministerial meetings
would show what an unusual one this had been. The welcome was warm.
Nothing was particularly difficult. Nothing was refused, although
tightening up the Energy Act looked pretty unlikely, because
privatisation of the state industry was on the government’s agenda.
It was clear that the Department wanted our support for this. In
principle, they had it, but only if it put the state industry and
the independents on a level playing field. On paper, it would do
that, but politics being the ‘art of the possible’ there were many
reasons why that level playing field would be hard to deliver. The
state industry was a tangle of vested interests and public sector
employment issues – among them coal mines, pensions, the railways
that transported the coal and even the role of the body at the top
of the pyramid, the Electricity Council, which employed 1,200
people. The private sector stood to be affected, too. How would the
suppliers of the CEGB’s equipment react? Corporatist Britain may
have been learning the lessons of competition, but many big
companies still enjoyed a rather cosy relationship with the power
industry.

On the way out of the meeting at Thames House
South, Cecil Parkinson put his hand on my shoulder and said to the
departing band of lobbyists something he had told us in the meeting
- ‘Don’t worry. The cavalry is coming. ’This phrase, associated
with the rescue in the final scenes of many a Hollywood western,
became embedded in AIEP thinking. So much so that years later, when
we became more established, I was going to propose it as the
Association’s motto – but in Latin. Discussion with Andy Limbrick
left me doubting the wisdom of that. It translated, but only just
and although there had been Roman horse soldiers, they played only
a minor part in the success of the conquering armies, where
military thinking was focused almost entirely on infantry.

In the late 1980s, it was important for the
independent electricity producers that the arrival of the cavalry
should prove to be helpful. There was always a risk that those
rebels could be trampled on, rather than rescued. So, the demand
for a level playing field had to be high on the list or the
independents could have been victims of a quick and dirty
privatisation that served only the interests of the state monopoly
and HM Treasury. We certainly felt that we were entitled to a fair
deal, not least because we had had to put up with the state
industry’s interpretation of the Energy Act and had heard that,
under wraps in the Department of Energy, there was impartial
evidence that the independents were not being treated fairly. On
the grapevine had come the news that the Department had
commissioned work on this issue from Price Waterhouse and that the
report confirmed that the state industry was indeed paying the
independents less than they were entitled to. The state industry
paid independents only the marginal price for electricity, taking
no account of the cost of their investment in generating plant –
the latter was, of course, included in the CEGB’s charges to its
clients in the rest of the state industry. No doubt the legality of
this approach would have been considered by the CEGB, but it was
never tested. Nor, as far as I can tell, was the Price Waterhouse
report ever released. I imagine that, in similar circumstances
today, the Freedom of Information Act would be brought into
play.

The AIEP’s Executive Committee was keen that
the Association should have a newsletter – partly to keep members
informed and partly to get our messages out to the wider world. One
such message, of course, was that independent electricity producers
actually did exist and that they were poised to play a bigger part
in the industry. David Andrews and I took the initiative on this
and my company became the publisher14. I had publishing
software and he had contacts in the industry – including Trevor
Loveday, then of Electrical Review, who is
a respected energy journalist to this day – and ideas for stories,
some of which came from his clients in the CHP business. I used
Ventura Publisher to create ‘Independent Power News’. The first
issues were somewhat crude, as I was learning on the job. Later,
they began to look quite professional and with the help of Tony
Savage at Looe Printing Company and on one or two occasions, the
out-sourcing of the packing and labelling to some neighbours in the
village, Independent Power News was published, bi-monthly. Anyone
who has ever had to write, format, edit and create the printer’s
artwork for a professional-looking newsletter of 12 A4 pages and
often more, will know that it does not simply ‘happen’. Nor does
securing advertising simply happen. It is all very time-consuming
and it demands immense effort. Among other things, I discovered how
one can suffer a repetitive strain injury in the shoulder from
using a computer mouse for too many hours. But despite some
welcome, one-off, help from AIEP with the postage bill, the journal
was losing money – my money. With even more commitment, it would
probably have succeeded, but it became obvious that, unless I
dedicated my time solely to Independent Power News, making it
bigger and better supported with advertising, the financing of it
would never stack up. After a couple of years, I had to cease
production. Thankfully, by that time, the AIEP could get itself
into the news anyway.

I was also working closely with Stephen
Andrews (no relation to David Andrews), the then part-time Director
of AIEP. This included doing a day’s ‘media training’ together, at
a studio run by an ex-BBC journalist, in Berkshire. But we were
also invited to talk to BBC ‘Panorama’ about a programme that they
were planning to do on the electricity privatisation. This was a
huge opportunity to put some pressure on the government and try to
make sure that the privatisation terms were fair to our
constituency. In La Rotisserie in Shepherd’s Bush, Stephen and I
met a BBC reporter to give her some thoughts on the programme,
which would include her interviewing the Secretary of State for
Energy, Cecil Parkinson MP. The BBC journalist was a young and
inexperienced Nisha Stein (she became Nisha Pillai), who would
later become better known – not least for being the BBC newsreader
who had to deal live with the news and pictures from New York on 11
September 200115. Nisha did a good job with the
Panorama programme. Needless to say, Stephen and I thought that we
did, too. In local government and in my own business, I had had
plenty of contact with local newspapers and broadcasters, but this
was to be the first of a huge number of encounters with the
national news organisations.
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Diving into the Pool
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At the Annual General Meeting of the AIEP in
September 1989, George Rufford’s term as Chairman ended, after two
years in which he had shaped the privateers’ raw enthusiasm into a
focused and business-like organisation. His successor, who had
great respect for George, was completely different from him. D C
Pike, known to his friends as Spike, had not worked in the
electricity industry, coming instead from the sand and gravel
business and bringing experience of its trade body, the Sand and
Gravel Association, where he had been at different times a member
and a senior official. His company, Green Land Reclamation, was a
subsidiary of the family-owned gravel company, Summerleaze, based
in Maidenhead. The Managing Director of Summerleaze, Peter Prior,
like Spike, was a strong character, who, when he believed in an
idea, would put his money where his mouth was and his dedication to
the idea of turning landfill gas from a problem to an opportunity
was deserving of success.

Although George Rufford may have been
sceptical about the behaviour of the industry in which he had had
spent his entire career, Spike Pike’s scepticism extended well
beyond the electricity supply industry to big organisations where
cosiness and laziness had set in and even to trade associations,
which he considered were apt to lose focus and find themselves
serving the interests not of their subscribers, but of the staff
that ran them. Neither was he a fan of political correctness. This
association, however, would be influenced not merely by what its
chairman didn’t like, but rather more by his insistence that it
should be lean and focused, use good English, be courteous in its
relationships and run its affairs in a disciplined way. Across the
table, Spike could occasionally be disconcertingly direct, but he
had great reserves of charm and would always express appreciation
where it was due and discuss how things could have been done better
when results had been less than perfect.

He also had a sense of humour which was
slightly to the dry side of arid. One day, as the Executive
Committee was assembling for its meeting, Stephen Andrews and I
arrived, each wearing a brand new suit. The two suits were
different, but they had one thing in common. They were styled in
the most up-to-date fashion. That is, rather than being fitted,
each jacket hung loosely from the shoulders; less structured and
slightly longer than a conventional one. Spike, whose own suits
were made by a traditional tailor in Reading, noticed this
immediately. He said to me ‘I am intrigued. What do you have to say
to your tailor when you want him to make a jacket that doesn’t
fit?’

Apart from his regular early morning calls to
my office from his car phone and the advice and encouragement that
he gave me, I remember Spike’s term as Chairman for several
reasons. One is that his thoughts on what should happen when he
left office were vitally important. I refer to those later. The
others were a lobbying victory on the rating16 of
independent power stations, the reorganisation of the Association’s
management and crucially, its involvement in the new ‘Electricity
Pool of England and Wales’.

Even before the AIEP was formed, the
valuation for business rates of independent power stations had
become a controversial issue, with the case for the independents
being led by the already well-established British Wind Energy
Association. The cause célèbre was a wind
turbine at Ilfracombe in north Devon. Valuations for business rates
were set by the government’s Valuation Office and were based on the
notional rent that might be expected for the particular property -
not easy at the best of times and definitely open to question when
the property is one that is unlikely to be rented. Where the
electricity industry was concerned, there had been efforts to avoid
complication. The CEGB had a blanket valuation for its portfolio of
power stations. On the rare occasion when new, privately-owned
power production was commissioned, however, it was valued according
to its capacity. This bore no resemblance to the valuation of the
CEGB’s fleet. The blanket valuation of the CEGB’s stations, when
divided by the Board’s total capacity in megawatts of electricity,
gave a valuation which was highly favourable compared with that of
an individual plant such as the little one at Ilfracombe. The wind
power industry argued that the Ilfracombe turbine was being asked
to pay rates at anything up to 40 times the level of the CEGB, and
AIEP backed them vigorously.

This had been a hot issue at the formative
meeting of AIEP members at the Connaught Rooms in September 1987
and it quickly found its way on to the agenda of the Association’s
Executive Committee. Cometh the hour, cometh the man. The Committee
was blessed with having in its ranks the Honorary Secretary of the
National Association of Water Power Users, Cdr George Chapman RN.
Retired from the Royal Navy, George was an engineer and passionate
about small-scale hydro power. On the small river which ran through
his garden in south Devon he had installed a hydro-electric
turbine, which powered his house, after which the surplus was
exported to the South Western Electricity Board. George, who was a
very clear thinker, was liable to become exasperated by text which
was unnecessarily wordy, misleading or ambiguous – there was plenty
of that to be found in the various documents that explained public
policy as it applied to independent electricity producers, of
course. Nevertheless, George, who was, in fact, in his element when
faced with daunting amounts of detail, became the Association’s
rating expert. The Executive Committee’s respect for him and his
meticulous attention to detail was immense.
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