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The Senedd should scrutinise the 
prepayment meter scandal in Wales  
Y Pwyllgor Deisebau | 13 Mawrth 2023 
Petitions Committee | 13 March 2023 

Reference: SR23/5378/2 

Petition Number: P-06-1326 

Petition title: The Senedd should scrutinise the prepayment meter scandal in 
Wales  

Text of petition:  

We call on the Senedd to undertake an inquiry into the prepayment meter 
scandal. 
Over the last two months evidence has emerged that thousands of people 
have been switched to prepay meters without the required checks as to 
whether they are vulnerable. 
We at Climate Cymru and other campaigners have been exposing this 
scandal. 

Please see links to stories by campaigning journalists like Dean Kirby at the i 
Newspaper [all behind a paywall]. 

- Forced installations of prepayment meters to stop as courts ordered to end 
issuing warrants  

- Prepayment meters must be removed for vulnerable families as 
compensation is not enough, Grant Schapps told  

- i morning briefing: How the prepayment meter scandal was uncovered, and 
forced change  

https://inews.co.uk/news/forced-installations-prepayment-meters-stop-courts-ordered-2130401
https://inews.co.uk/news/forced-installations-prepayment-meters-stop-courts-ordered-2130401
https://inews.co.uk/news/prepayment-meters-vulnerable-families-grant-shapps-energy-companies-2129691
https://inews.co.uk/news/prepayment-meters-vulnerable-families-grant-shapps-energy-companies-2129691
https://inews.co.uk/news/i-morning-briefing-prepayment-meter-scandal-uncovered-forced-change-2126127
https://inews.co.uk/news/i-morning-briefing-prepayment-meter-scandal-uncovered-forced-change-2126127
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- Prepayment meters: Grant Schapps gives energy firms until Tuesday to 
consider compensation  

- Prepayment meter investigation  

 

 

1. Background 

 The rising cost of energy 

Rocketing energy prices have been dominating the news, both in the UK and 
globally. The price of gas jumped to an all-time high, taking electricity prices with 
it, and causing the UK Government to step in to support people and businesses. 

The wholesale price of energy has increased due to a combination of events, 
resulting in a reduced supply coupled with an increasing demand. 

Ofgem, the energy regulator, has been able to limit the rates a supplier can 
charge to domestic customers by putting a ‘price cap’ on the cost per unit of 
electricity and gas, as well as limits on the standing charge for each, and re-
evaluate every three months. As wholesale prices increased, Ofgem increased the 
level of the price cap.  

In response to the rising price cap, the UK Government announced the Energy 
Price Guarantee as a temporary additional measure, which means consumers will 
pay less for their energy than under the price cap. It means that currently from 
April 2023 a typical household will pay £3,000 per year to end of March 2024 
(although it is expected to be kept at the current level of £2,500 per year). 

The Welsh Government says: 

Current estimates suggest up to 45% of all households in Wales could 
be in fuel poverty following increases to the energy price cap. 

 Payment up front 

Prepayment meters (‘PPM’) are a type of domestic energy meter that require users 
to pay for energy before using it. 

https://inews.co.uk/news/prepayment-meters-grant-shapps-energy-firms-compensation-2128787
https://inews.co.uk/news/prepayment-meters-grant-shapps-energy-firms-compensation-2128787
https://inews.co.uk/topic/prepayment-meter-investigation
https://research.senedd.wales/research-articles/adding-fuel-to-the-fire-the-soaring-price-of-energy/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/energy-bills-support/energy-bills-support-factsheet-8-september-2022
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/energy-data-and-research/data-portal/wholesale-market-indicators
https://www.britishgas.co.uk/energy/price-cap/wholesale-energy-costs
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/information-consumers/energy-advice-households/check-if-energy-price-cap-affects-you
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/information-consumers/energy-advice-households/check-if-energy-price-cap-affects-you
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/government-announces-energy-price-guarantee-for-families-and-businesses-while-urgently-taking-action-to-reform-broken-energy-market
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/energy-bills-support/energy-bills-support-factsheet-8-september-2022
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/energy-bills-support/energy-bills-support-factsheet-8-september-2022
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-64830701
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-meeting-energy-suppliers
https://www.edfenergy.com/help-support/pay-as-you-go#:~:text=Prepayment%20meters%20also%20known%20as,or%20via%20a%20smartphone%20app.
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A recent Welsh Government Statement says:  

…approximately 200,000 households in Wales use pre-payment meters 
for their mains gas and electricity. This represents approximately 15% of 
all households and 24% of tenants in the private rented sector. Almost 
half of social housing tenants (45%) also use pre-payment meters. 

Energy is more expensive with a PPM compared to the best direct debit deals. 
There are also fewer tariffs and suppliers to choose from, and customers have 
more limited credit options as they are unable to go into arrears. The gap 
between unit prices available to PPM and other customers was reduced through 
the price cap, and more recently the Energy Price Guarantee. 

Under the Energy Price Guarantee PPM customers pay a lower unit price for 
electricity than other customers. However they pay a higher unit price for gas than 
customers paying by direct debit, and pay higher standing charges than all other 
customers for both electricity and gas. 

A recent comparison by Which?,  reported in December 2022, found a £60 
difference per year between a dual-fuel deal for a ‘typical household’ paying by 
direct debit, and the same household with a PPM.  

A recent survey undertaken by Citizens Advice Cymru found that over 70% of PPM 
users in Wales are worried about keeping their PPM topped up until April, and 
that: 

32% of PPM users in Wales have been disconnected from their energy 
supply over the last year because they can’t afford to top-up.  

If a consumer with a PPM does not have enough money to top-up their meter, or 
when they do not realise that credit on the meter is running out, their meter cuts 
out. This is known as ‘self-disconnection’. 

 Those on prepayment meters are disproportionately on 
the lowest incomes 

Research by the independent think tank Resolution Foundation shows almost 
half (48%) of British families using a PPM are in the lowest income quintile. 

Barnardo’s Cymru says families on PPM need to be prioritised to be switched 
wherever possible to non-prepayment, as this perpetuates a very real poverty tax. 
Further, young people often face some of the worst consequences of financial 

https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-meeting-energy-suppliers
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/wales/consumer/energy/energy-supply/your-energy-meter/decide-if-a-prepayment-meter-is-right-for-you/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cdp-2022-0236/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cdp-2022-0236/
https://commonslibrary.parliament.uk/research-briefings/cbp-9714/
https://www.which.co.uk/reviews/cutting-your-energy-bills/article/is-a-prepayment-energy-meter-right-for-you-adZG71O9nko7
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Wales/Kept%20in%20the%20dark%20(Wales)%20January%202023%20(final).pdf
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/CitizensAdvice/Wales/Kept%20in%20the%20dark%20(Wales)%20January%202023%20(final).pdf
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/our-work/policy/policy-research-topics/citizens-advice-cymru-wales-policy-research/kept-in-the-dark-wales-adroddiad-kept-in-the-dark-cymru/
https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/about-us/our-work/policy/policy-research-topics/citizens-advice-cymru-wales-policy-research/kept-in-the-dark-wales-adroddiad-kept-in-the-dark-cymru/
https://www.resolutionfoundation.org/app/uploads/2022/08/A-chilling-crisis.pdf
https://business.senedd.wales/documents/s131559/WGDB_23-24%2017%20Barnados%20Cymru.pdf#page=2


The Senedd should scrutinise the prepayment meter scandal in Wales 

4 

crises, and are likely to be the hardest hit by energy price hikes. Younger 
households are up to four times more likely to be on PPM, preventing them from 
spreading energy costs out evenly throughout the year, with fewer savings to fall 
back on compared to older age groups.   

 Customers being forced on to prepayment meters 

A consumer and supplier may agree that a PPM is the best option to help 
manage any debt payments. However, energy firms can also apply to a magistrate 
to force (under warrant) a customer on to a PPM without their agreement if they 
have racked up debts. 

Ofgem’s good practice guidance for supporting customers in payment difficulty 
requires energy suppliers to identify vulnerable customers and offer them support 
if debts are building. 

Following reports that energy companies were not doing enough to support 
vulnerable customers, on 22 January the then UK Secretary of State for Business, 
Energy and Industrial Strategy, Grant Shapps MP, wrote to energy suppliers calling 
on them to stop forcibly moving consumers over to PPM, without taking every 
step to support consumers in difficulty. 

Following this, Ofgem CEO Jonathan Brearley wrote to the Secretary of State 
detailing previous Market Compliance Reviews (MCRs) into suppliers’ governance 
and processes on how they treat customers in payment difficulty. Three suppliers 
were found to have “severe weaknesses” in how they support these customers. 

In his letter, Jonathan Bearley set out Ofgem’s intended actions, including to 
conduct a further MCR focused on suppliers’ practices on PPM. 

Since then, it’s been reported that 32,790 warrants were issued in January to 
forcibly install PPM. Ofgem asked suppliers to pause forcible installation and to 
conduct a thorough review of processes. Magistrates have since been ordered to 
stop issuing warrants for this practice in England and Wales.  

Ofgem has also called on all suppliers to use the pause in installations (lasting 
until 31 March 2023) to review all of their recent forced and remotely switched 
PPM installations, and consider if any need to be reversed, and compensation 
offered where the strict rules have not been followed.   

Following intervention from MPs and the (now) Secretary of State for the 
Department for Energy Security and Net Zero, Grant Shapps MP, energy suppliers 

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/good-practice-supporting-customers-payment-difficulty
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/business-secretary-warns-energy-suppliers-to-end-mistreatment-of-customers
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/business-secretary-warns-energy-suppliers-to-end-mistreatment-of-customers
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/letter-jonathan-brearley-secretary-state-business-energy-and-industrial-strategy-tackling-inappropriate-energy-supplier-prepayment-meter-practices
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/market-compliance-review-customers-struggling-bills
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/market-compliance-review-customers-struggling-bills
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/market-compliance-review-customers-struggling-bills
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/letter-jonathan-brearley-secretary-state-business-energy-and-industrial-strategy-tackling-inappropriate-energy-supplier-prepayment-meter-practices
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2023/feb/05/grant-shapps-sitting-on-hands-amid-prepayment-meter-scandal-says-labour
https://www.reuters.com/world/uk/british-gas-halts-forced-pre-payment-policy-over-vulnerable-people-reports-2023-02-02/
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2023/feb/06/prepayment-meters-forced-installations-england-wales
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2023/feb/06/prepayment-meters-forced-installations-england-wales
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/energy-regulator-outlines-next-steps-forced-prepayment-meter-ppm-installations
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2022/dec/19/mps-call-for-ban-on-forced-installations-of-prepayment-meters
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/energy-companies-halt-forced-installation-of-prepayment-meters
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/energy-companies-halt-forced-installation-of-prepayment-meters
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have committed to ending the forced installation of PPM in vulnerable customers’ 
homes. 

Ofgem will also be taking an urgent investigation into British Gas, following 
undercover reporting from The Times into the company’s treatment of customers 
when forced PPM were being installed. 

2. Welsh Government action 

The distribution and supply of electricity, and the supply of gas are both reserved 
to Westminster under the Government of Wales Act 2006. Consumer Protection 
is also a reserved matter. It is therefore unlikely that the Welsh Government could 
restrict or ban the installation of PPMs. 

In terms of the energy price cap/guarantee, this is also a reserved matter, and 
Ofgem is accountable to the UK Parliament. However the Welsh Government can 
implement schemes to support people in Wales. For example in June 2022 the 
Welsh Government announced a Fuel Voucher Scheme for those who are pre-
paying for energy, either on PPM or where they are reliant on heating oil. 

Following a meeting with Energy Suppliers in January 2023, the Minister for Social 
Justice, Jane Hutt MS said: 

I was told by the suppliers that moving householders onto pre-payments 
meters was seen as a last resort, and whilst there was a perception pre-
payment meters are linked to debt, some suppliers stated the majority 
of their pre-payment customers used the meters as a tool to control 
usage. 

Suppliers confirmed to me they try to actively engage with their 
customers before a pre-payment meter is considered and, in most cases, 
there is a lengthy process to follow before one is installed, in agreement 
with the householder. There are measures in place to determine who is 
considered to be appropriate for a pre-payment meter 

The Minister said that energy suppliers have agreed to share data on the number 
of households being supported with their energy bills and/or being transferred 
onto PPM, and the reason for doing so. They also agreed to provide information on 
‘self-disconnection’.  

https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/energy-regulator-outlines-next-steps-forced-prepayment-meter-ppm-installations
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/british-gas-prepayment-meter-debt-energy-bills-investigation-wrgnzt6xs
https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2006/32/contents
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-welsh-government-fuel-voucher-scheme
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-welsh-government-fuel-voucher-scheme
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-meeting-energy-suppliers
https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-meeting-energy-suppliers
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The Minister also said the Welsh Government has consistently called on the UK 
Government and Ofgem to introduce a social tariff to protect the most vulnerable 
householders and there was broad support for this from energy suppliers. 

The Minister met with energy companies again on the 23 January, and expressed 
that she was “appalled” about the number of forced installations of PPM. 

3. Welsh Parliament action 

A topical question was asked in Plenary on 25 January, by Jack Sargeant MS, 
where he called for an immediate ban on the forced installation of PPM. This 
topic was raised again in Plenary by Jack Sargeant on 1 March. 

The Senedd’s Equality and Social Justice Committee has been undertaking an 
enquiry into debt and the impact of the rising cost of living. PPM and recent 
revelations around forced installations have been raised during this inquiry on 30 
January and 13 February. The Committee is yet to report its findings. 

Every effort is made to ensure that the information contained in this 
briefing is correct at the time of publication. Readers should be aware that 
these briefings are not necessarily updated or otherwise amended to 
reflect subsequent changes. 

 

 

https://www.gov.wales/written-statement-meeting-energy-suppliers
https://www.theguardian.com/money/2023/jan/17/uk-energy-bills-social-tariff-government-jeremy-hunt
https://record.assembly.wales/Plenary/13190#C479585
https://record.assembly.wales/Plenary/13190#C479585
https://record.assembly.wales/Plenary/13260#C487371
https://business.senedd.wales/mgIssueHistoryHome.aspx?IId=40438
https://record.assembly.wales/Committee/13175#C480513
https://record.assembly.wales/Committee/13175#C480513
https://record.assembly.wales/Committee/13205#C484401

