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WHAT IS ‘POWER TO THE PEOPLE’? 

 
Power to the People is a broad-based campaign launched across Scotland in June 
2022 in response to the crisis of energy price rises. 
 
We have activists who describe themselves as environmentalists, socialists, trade 
unionists, and of no political persuasion. What unites us is our over-riding concern 
about the rise in energy prices for people in Scotland and the consequences this 
will have. 
 
We all are committed to working together to campaign for three 
demands: 

A freeze on all energy prices 

An end to late payment fees 

Scraping the use of prepayment meters 

 
These demands are achievable but will only be won through mass participation in a 
movement designed to exert maximum pressure on our elected representatives. 
 
This is the third in a series of pamphlets, all of which are written for 
and by our campaign. Our other pamphlets include: 

Understanding the Energy Crisis 

Dealing with Energy Bills 
 

All information accurate as of October 2022. 
 
 

 

Please feel free to copy this guide in whole or in part. We only ask that 
you contact our campaign before doing so and let us know how you plan 
to use it. 
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WHAT IS THIS PAMPHLET ALL ABOUT? 

 
 

This pamphlet offers SIX SOLUTIONS to show how we can bring 
down energy prices, reclaim democratic control of our energy 

system, and tackle the climate crisis. 
 

 

What is the purpose of this pamphlet? 
 

This pamphlet aims to demonstrate where the Scottish Parliament could have an 
immediate and positive impact on the production and cost of energy in Scotland. 
It also aims to show where, either via a radically reformist UK Government or in 
an independent Scotland, we could radically change the current energy market to 
make it more democratic, produce more affordable energy for everyone in 
Scotland, and help towards a zero-carbon future around the world.  

These pamphlets are designed to give people a comprehensive yet accessible 
opening to become informed about their energy bills, and to find ways to push 
back against the price rises which energy companies and the government are 
attempting to impose upon us. 

Anyone in favour of a more democratic, socially equal and Green Scotland should 
support the ideas in this pamphlet – and demand that their elected 
representatives do the same! 

 
 

What about Scotland, devolution, and Scottish 
independence? 

Energy policy is currently a ‘reserved power’, with decisions about the production, 
transmission, distribution and supply of energy remaining in the hands of the UK 
Government. Also, Northern Ireland is part of an Irish energy market, which is 
why at appropriate times in this pamphlet, you will see references to ‘Great 
Britain’ or ‘GB’ rather than the UK. So while the Scottish Government has control 
over planning legislation and can, for example, decide whether or not permission 
can be given for fracking for shale gas, or to grant licences for new wind turbines 
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to be built, there are clear limits to its influence as Westminster retain overall 
policy control for oil, gas, and energy production and supply across Great Britain.   

The Scottish Parliament also has little (if any) ability to regulate or shape the 
energy market. The powers it does have do not allow for the kind of policymaking 
which would reshape the privatised nature of the energy network – and a key 
demand which the Power to the People campaign have made.  

That said, the Scottish Government has significant powers over environmental 
legislation, and there are many ideas in this pamphlet which could easily be 
introduced even given the confines of the present devolution settlement. 

 
 

Who wrote this pamphlet, and why should I 
trust the ideas inside it? 

This pamphlet has been written by a core group of activists with knowledge of, 
and long-standing experience campaigning around energy policy and 
environmental justice. We have drawn upon existing established policy ideas, 
reports, articles and other researchers’ work in producing this document.  

This pamphlet is not intended to be the final word on energy policy for the 2020s, 
nor is it intended to be a definitive guide to our campaign’s view on energy policy 
to solve the climate crisis. We recognise that the international energy market is 
complex and that the solutions offered here will not fix all of the flaws in how we 
currently generate, buy and consume energy in Scotland (let alone ‘solve’ climate 
breakdown). But the proposals offered here are proven, costed and easily 
achievable.  

The suggestions offered here provide a starting point for a discussion about the 
policies required to create a socially just and environmentally sustainable energy 
policy for Scotland that puts people before profit. We hope that others will take 
the fundamental ideas in this pamphlet and develop them further. 
 

What is clear is that countries with public control of their energy 
systems have the levers to intervene in the market to bring down 
prices and protect the environment – and they have used them to 

this effect. 
 

It’s time for the people of Scotland to demand the same! 
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SOLUTION ONE: FIX PRICES BY TAKING 
ENERGY SUPPLIERS INTO PUBLIC OWNERSHIP 

 
 
 

 
What is the problem? 
The current British energy ‘market’ is broken. Privatisation of 
our energy supply makes it difficult for governments to control 
energy prices and protect customers, and also allows company 
to profiteer when prices rise. 

Privatisation was sold to the public partially on the premise that energy suppliers 
would compete with one another to offer the lowest prices to consumers. But the 
overall trend since the mid 2000s has been for prices to rise, despite increasing 
competition – this is before we even mention the recent dramatic increases in 
energy prices in 2021-2022!1  

An additional problem with the current supply ‘market’ is that the UK 
Government’s ‘price cap’ places a ceiling on how much energy suppliers can 
charge consumers. This significantly limits the ability of suppliers to offer ‘choice’ 
to customers in terms of deals. This is also what contributed in part to so many 
energy companies going bust in 2021.2  

 

What are the options? 
One solution would be for the UK Government to fix energy 
prices through a price cap mechanism. This is what the current 
government’s policy is (albeit they call it an ‘Energy 
Guarantee’). The Conservative government plan to set a limit 
on how much energy companies can charge consumers for 

their energy and should the price of gas or electricity rise above this level, they will 

 
1 BBC, ‘What has happened to energy since privatisation?’, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-
48284802, 16 May 2019, (last accessed 2 October 2022). 
2 Those who make this point include the Adam Smith Institute and a significant proportion of academic 
researchers. But this presupposes that competition and choice lead to lower bills, and the GB experience 
since the mid-2000s is that this is not the case. To read more about these spurious arguments, see C. 
Bisping, and T. J Dodsworth, ‘Energy Price Cap – A Disservice to Consumers’ Journal of European Consumer 
and Market Law, 8(2): 53-64; and S. Dumitriu, ‘Capping Competition’, 
https://www.adamsmith.org/research/capping-competition, 16 September 2018, (Last accessed 2 October 
2022). 
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refund the difference to the energy suppliers themselves, rather than the 
customers facing higher bills.  

This means handing energy firms in the region of £29 billion to freeze prices until 
April 2023, with potentially more handouts to follow should energy prices remain 
high (which most experts think will be the case). While this would help to 
households in the short term by stopping the rise in energy bills, it would allow 
energy companies to continue to make profits. This option is, in effect, a bailout 
for the energy companies.   

This is also in effect what both the Labour Party and Liberal Democrats are 
proposing. The main difference is that whereas the Conservatives plan to fund the 
price rise through government borrowing, other parties are more or less all 
proposing a windfall tax on the oil and gas giants to pass on savings to consumers 
(the Liberal Democrats also suggest that extra VAT revenues would also help pay 
for this).3  

While this policy will protect consumers from immediate price rises, it is not a 
long-term solution to the energy crisis. It also makes the government more 
dependent on fossil fuel production to pay for current energy policies, at a time 
when we need to be reducing our dependency on them.  

 

What is the solution? 
A more cost-effective solution would be to start to bring 
energy suppliers into public ownership.  

It would only cost around £2.85 billion to take the ‘big five’ 
energy retailers (British Gas, EDF Energy, E.ON, Scottish 

Power, and SSE which cover 70% of UK households) into public ownership.4 This is 
a similar cost to what the UK Government has already spent on keeping one single 
failed energy supplier – Bulb – in business! 

While this policy would only bring into public ownership the companies which are 
largely responsible for billing customers (it does not include, for example, the 

 
3 Labour Party, ‘Kier Starmer sets out Labour’s plan to address the Tory cost of living crisis’, 
https://labour.org.uk/press/keir-starmer-sets-out-labours-plan-to-address-the-tory-cost-of-living-crisis/, 
14 August 2022 (Last accessed 2 October 2022); Liberal Democrats, ‘Scrap the Energy Price Hike’, 
https://www.libdems.org.uk/scrap-energy-price-hike, 9 August 2022 (Last accessed 2 October 2022).  
4 TUC, ‘A Fairer Energy System for Families and Climate’, https://www.tuc.org.uk/research-
analysis/reports/fairer-energy-system-families-and-climate, 25 July 2022 (Last accessed 2 October 2022), 
p. 10. 
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companies who own the electricity pylons, the gas network or the sources of 
energy generation), there would be two immediate benefits:  

• The 1.9% that Ofgem sets as the proportion of your bill to be used for 
profit could immediately be used to start bringing prices down. 

• Currently, each company has its own scheme to protect vulnerable 
customers, and the funds for these are limited. With a publicly-owned 
energy supplier, a comprehensive social energy policy could be quickly 
rolled out to prevent the most vulnerable customers from paying high 
bills over winter.  
 

How would public ownership of energy 
supply work? 
Customers across Britain could be consolidated into public 
energy agencies, which could be set up at a regional level (for 
example, coming under the control of the Scottish and Welsh 

governments, and English local authorities), or through the creation of a single 
British energy company, controlled by the Westminster government.5 

Setting up a publicly-owned energy company would allow the UK Government to 
fix prices similar to what the French Government did earlier in 2022. Instead of 
profits going to shareholders, profits were used to cap energy price rises at 4%.6 

Doing the same could allow for even more creative solutions to the price rise in 
energy. We could create ‘social tariffs’ for low-income households or those living 
in rural areas, both of whom typically spend a higher proportion of their income 
on energy due to being more likely to live in older or poor-quality housing. We 
could also, perhaps, provide all households with an initial free ‘energy allowance’, 
similar to the income tax ‘personal allowance’. And we could even increase the 
cost per unit for high-consumption households to discourage wasting energy.7  

Nationalising the big energy suppliers could only be done at a UK level. Only by 
devolving some or all powers over energy could the Scottish Government have 
much hope in being able to have greater control over our energy bills.  

 
5 TUC, ‘TUC publishes plan to cut bills through public ownership of energy retail’, 
https://www.tuc.org.uk/news/tuc-publishes-plan-cut-bills-through-public-ownership-energy-retail, 25 July 
2022. (Last accessed 2 October 2022).  
6 Sky News, ‘France has capped energy prices at 4% -- could the UK do the same?’, 
https://news.sky.com/story/france-has-capped-energy-price-rises-at-4-could-uk-do-the-same-12675068,  
30 August 2022. (Last accessed 2 October 2022). 
7 TUC,  ‘A Fairer Energy System for Families and Climate’, p. 4.  
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There is, of course, nothing stopping the Scottish Government from establishing a 
new publicly owned energy retail company today. In fact, the SNP pledged to do 
this in 2017 but has since ditched the proposal (although it is still party policy). 
Instead, the SNP has proposed a National Energy Agency, although it is not clear 
what it intends this agency to do.8 

A Scottish public energy 
company could play a role 
in bringing down energy 
prices if it was established 
as a fully licensed supplier 
with the ability to also 
invest in its own 
renewable energy 
generation, rather than a 
‘white label’ company 
that simply buys and sells 
from existing suppliers 
(see the example of Robin 
Hood Energy). This, in 
fact, was precisely the 
problem with the policy 
proposal the SNP had 
initially mooted. 
Operating in a largely 
privatised market, it 
would need to be backed 
up with significant  

investment and have a direct role in energy generation projects if it was not simply 
to be a loss-making ‘sink’ that subsidises consumer bills while allowing the current 
system of profit extraction to continue.10 

It is also worth noting that, despite proposing a referendum in 2023, the Scottish 
Government has not said that it would nationalise the energy retailers if it 

The Failure of Robin Hood Energy 

In 2015, Nottingham City Council attempted to do what 
the SNP-led Scottish Government had only proposed – 
to set up a socially-orientated energy supplier.  

Robin Hood Energy was the first not-for-profit energy 
supplier in the UK since privatisation, offering lower 
tariffs to local consumers, as well a socially just pricing 
structure to its bills. This was all done under an Ofgem 
regulatory structure and a Conservative-led government 
that encouraged councils to be more ‘entrepreneurial’ 
with their resources. 

Robin Hood Energy went bust in 2018, largely because 
of not being able to balancing customers, industry 
processes and the fluctuating cost of energy in an 
already crowded market requiring access to large 
amounts of ready cash.  

The Robin Hood Energy case demonstrates both the 
potential social benefits that can come from democratic 
control, but also that unless given full resources and 
control over all stages of the energy process, it is 
impossible to compete with the privatised ‘Big Five’.9 

 
8 Scottish Government, ‘National Public Energy Agency’, available at 
https://www.gov.scot/policies/energy-efficiency/the-national-public-energy-agency/, (n.d.). (Last accessed 
2 October 2022). 
9 D. Pittam, ‘Robin Hood Energy: the failed council firm that cost city millions’, BBC News, 
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-nottinghamshire-54056695, 17 September 2020. (Last accessed 
2 October 2022). 
10 https://archive2021.parliament.scot/S5_EconomyJobsFairWork/Inquiries/EEFW-S5-18-POEC-9-
CommonWeal.pdf 
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achieved independence. Indeed, neither the 2014 White Paper nor the 2018 
Growth Commission propose taking energy into public ownership.  

 
In brief, we demand bringing energy 
suppliers into public ownership as the most 
effective way to reduce energy bills. 
 
All progressive politicians need to explain how they 
will bring down prices without allowing energy 
suppliers to profit. We cannot allow government to 
bail out the energy suppliers in the same way they did 
during the 2008-09 financial crisis. 
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SOLUTION TWO: BRING THE NATIONAL GRID 

BACK INTO PUBLIC OWNERSHIP 
 
 

What is the problem? 
The transmission and distribution of energy is a natural 
monopoly that has been broken up into a complex network 
that allows for overcharging of customers and for private 
companies to make excess profits. 

Since the privatisation of natural gas supplies in 1986 and of the regional 
electricity boards in 1990, various private companies now do the ‘behind-the-
scenes’ work to transmit and distribute energy from the source of production to 
homes around the country (transmission). Alongside Portugal, the UK is the only 
country in Europe that has fully privatised its electricity and gas grid.11 

With regard to electricity, in England, National Grid Plc control the transmission 
network throughout the country, with a range of separate network companies 
controlling the regional distribution networks to actually bring the energy into our 
homes. In Scotland, the transmission network and the distribution network are 
controlled by two companies: ScottishPower and Scottish and Southern Energy 
(SSE). ScottishPower is owned by the Spanish company Iberdrola controls central 
and southern Scotland, whereas SSE controls Northern Scotland.  

In terms of gas transmission, National Grid gas transmit the gas from its source of 
production and storage and sends it into the GB distribution network. From there, 
four private companies distribute the gas around the country through our streets 
and into our homes. SGN (previously known as Scotia Gas Networks) controls the 
distribution of gas to 1.8 million customers in Scotland (covering 75% of Scottish 
households), as well as 4 million customers in the South of England. It is currently 
owned predominantly by a consortium of a Canadian teachers’ pension fund and 
an asset management company. In England and Wales, there are three other 
private companies that do this. 

 
11 European Public Service Union, ‘Going Public: A Decarbonised, Affordable and Democratic Energy 
System for Europe. The Failure of Liberalisation’, 
https://www.epsu.org/sites/default/files/article/files/Going%20Public_EPSU-
PSIRU%20Report%202019%20-%20EN.pdf, 19 September 2019. (Last accessed 2019), p. 42.  
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As natural monopolies, the grid and the gas networks are regulated by Ofgem, 
which sets prices and is supposed to act in the interests of consumers, as well as 
work towards achieving carbon-zero policies and improved energy security.  

Yet not only this, but Ofgem expects private companies to also be able to make a 
profit. These competing demands – protection of consumers, carbon-zero policies, 
energy security, and profit – cannot all be balanced at the same time. 

Not only have the energy grid monopolies made extremely high profits, they have 
been slow to invest in green infrastructure. Research shows the profit margins for 
distribution network operating companies to be in the region of 40%. Across the 
UK, £3.63 billion in dividends was paid out by these companies between 2017-
2021. This makes the distribution network the most profitable sector of the UK 
economy!12 

 
 

Source: IbisWorld, as reproduced in Baines and Hager (2022).13 
 

Between 2006 and 2021, SGN alone paid out £897 million interest on 
shareholders’ loans.  For ScottishPower’s subsidiary in Scotland, the company 

 
12 J. Baines, and S. Hager, ‘ Profiting Amid the Energy Crisis: The Distribution Networks at the Heart of the 
UK’s Gas and Electricity System’, https://www.common-wealth.co.uk/reports/profiting-amid-the-crisis, 14 
March 2022. (Last accessed 2 October 2022), p. 3 
13 Idem. 

Fig. 1. The Top Ten Industries with the Highest Profit Margins in the UK 

Industry Profit 
Margin 

1. Electricity Distribution  42.5% 
2. Gas Distribution 42.3% 
3. Private Equity  34.7% 
4. Open-Ended Investment Company Activities 33.8% 
5. Search Engines  33.6% 
6. Commercial Real Estate Agents  33.4% 
7. Legal Activities 33.3% 
8. Water Collection, Treatment & Supply  32.1% 
9. Whisky Production  31.2% 
10. Audiobook Publishing 31.2% 
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made £108.5 million between, 2020-21. Between 2021-22, SSE’s subsidiary in 
energy distribution alone made £267.3 million in operating profit.14  

Ofgem itself acknowledges excessive profiteering in the sector, stating in its most 
recent State of the Market report, from 2019 that ‘the overall costs of the 
transmission and distribution networks to consumers… have turned out to be 
higher than they needed to be’, and that ‘the majority of network companies are 
achieving profit margins towards the higher end of our expectations for each 
sector.’15 

 

What are the options? 
None of the major political parties across the UK have 
discussed any serious proposals to deal with energy 
transmission and distribution.  

The UK Government announced plans in April 2022 to improve 
energy security (and presumably protect consumers from further price rises) 
through more investment and increased targets in renewable energy production. 
But beyond the creation of a new industry operator to oversee the renewables 
energy transition and the appointment of an Electricity Networks Commissioner, 
any future investment seems to be continuing upon existing models: customers 
paying higher prices for the green transition, and private companies continuing to 
profit.16 

Similarly, Labour, the Liberal Democrats and the SNP have offered no concrete 
policies to suggest what can be done to tackle the energy dilemma of high bills, 
profiteering through the transmission and distribution process, or aid the green 
transition. The SNP in government have promoted community-led initiatives to 
produce green energy, but given that there is no control in Scotland at all over 
transmission and distribution, there is little that can be done using the existing 
powers of the Scottish Parliament currently in this policy area – although nothing 
prevents the party from articulating a more radical policy agenda for a future 
independent Scotland. 17 

 
14 Idem.  
15 https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/publications/state-energy-market-2019 
16 
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1069
969/british-energy-security-strategy-web-accessible.pdf  
17 https://www.snp.org/policies/pb-how-will-the-snp-support-communities-in-scotland-to-own-and-
manage-renewables-projects/  
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In its 2019 election manifesto, Labour did set out clear proposals to bring the 
entirety of this sector into democratic public ownership, largely based on the 
existing geographical divisions which currently exist in the gas and electricity 
networks, while still allowing for local and municipal control over energy 
production.18 Labour under Keir Starmer’s leadership has abandoned these ideas. 

 

What is the solution? 
The transmission and distribution of both gas and electricity 
need to be brought back under public control. This is an idea 
not currently proposed by any major political party, despite it 
being more necessary to achieve environmental targets and 
easier to end excessive profits than going after energy 

suppliers. 

While the UK Government would have initial investment costs in buying back the 
grids from private control, it is estimated that this investment would pay for itself 
in around seven years.19 At a GB level it has been estimated that it might cost 
about £28 billion to buy out the grid companies,20 but that bringing these parts of 
the energy network into public hands would save about £3.7 billion a year.21    

This would suggest that it could take less than ten years for the UK government to 
have reclaimed the initial investment, setting the country up to be much better 
placed to use such profits to reinvest in new green technologies.  

It makes no sense to keep these private monopolies working for shareholders 
around the world instead of people who need help with their fuel bills. 

 
18 Labour Party, ‘Bringing Energy Home: Labour’s proposal for publicly owned energy networks’, 
https://www.labour.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Bringing-Energy-Home-2019.pdf, (May 2019). 
(Last accessed 2 October 2022).  
19 University of Greenwich, ‘Nationalisation would save UK billions, Greenwich research reveals’, 
https://www.gre.ac.uk/articles/public-relations/nationalisation-would-save-uk-billions-greenwich-
research-reveals, 15 November 2019 (Last accessed 2 October 2022).  
20 D. Hall, and V. Weghmann, University of Greenwich CREW Public Services International Research Unit, 
‘Public ownership, benefits and compensation: benefits of nationalisation of UK water and  
energy girds and legal and economic issues in determining compensation’,   
https://gala.gre.ac.uk/id/eprint/26026/8/26026%20WEGHMANN_Public_Ownership_Benefits_And_Comp
ensation_I_%28Draft%29_2019.pdf, 15 November 2019. (Last accessed 2 October), pp. 11-12. 
21 Idem. 
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How would public ownership of the grid 
work? 
It is important to note that public ownership does not have to 
either be as bureaucratic or as centralised as the models upon 

which the old, nationalised energy companies were based.   

One possible model for the democratic, public control over Scotland’s energy 
system was outlined by Andy Cumbers (et al.), for the Jimmy Reid Foundation in 
2013 (see fig. 2). Their proposals set out plans for a Scottish Electricity Generation 
Company, working under the auspices of the Scottish Government, and which 
would combine the ability to both transmit and distribute electricity, specifically. It 
would have board representation constituting a third ministerial appointments, a 
third local government representatives and a third employee representatives.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Fig. 2: Proposed Structure of Scottish Energy Sector (Source: 
Cumbers et al., 2013) 

 

SEA: Scottish Energy Agency 
SREN: Scottish Energy Renewables Network 
SEGC: Scottish Electric Generation Corporation 
LEC: Local Energy Company 
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While powers over the grid could be devolved to the Scottish Parliament, careful 
consideration would have to be given to the fiscal framework of this to ensure 
that there is sufficient capital investment available to allow the Scottish 
Government to take over the Scottish network operators and invest in upgrades.  

Public ownership could encourage greater investment in both building new 
transmission and distribution lines – many of which are old and inefficient – with 
newer, local networks to enable smaller-scale, locally-based energy production. 
Creating municipal and local energy companies to deal with transmission and 
distribution would also lead to the creation of new jobs in local areas, further 
benefitting the economy.22  

 
Whilst public ownership is the only realistic and most effective solution to the 
excessive profiteering in this sector, progressive politicians must be held to 
account and forced to explain how they will restore democratic control of our 
energy system without taking our grid into public ownership. A windfall tax on 
these companies, as proposed by OpenDemocracy, would be the bare minimum 
we must demand if the UK is to begin to get to grips with its energy crisis.23 
 

In brief, we demand that the transmission and 
distribution grids for both gas and electricity 
be brought into public ownership to end 
profiteering and aid the green transition. 
 
The short-term, upfront investment costs in our energy 
networks will provide long-term benefits for the 
economy. We need to have the means to construct 
neighbourhood, municipal, local and regional energy 
networks that can best meet the demands of a carbon-
zero economy. 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
22 Based on assessments made in the Labour Party’s ‘Bringing Energy Home: Labour’s proposal for publicly 
owned energy networks’, p. 13. 
23 J. Baines, S. Hager, and A. Peggs, ‘The sector secretly profiting from the cost of living crisis’, 
OpenDemocracy, https://www.opendemocracy.net/en/oureconomy/uk-energy-distribution-networks-
nationalise-profit-cost-living/, 5 May 2022. (Last accessed 2 October 2022.) 
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SOLUTION THREE: SYSTEMATIC HIGHER 
TAXES OF THE OIL AND GAS GIANTS 

 
 
 
 

 

What’s the problem? 
For decades, the UK’s energy sector has been able to make 
significant – often excessive – profits at the expense of UK 
citizens. These natural resources are owned by all of us, yet 
despite the occasional announcement of a windfall tax on 
these energy giants, private companies are able to exploit 
the environment and give billions of pounds annually to 
shareholders.  

Since the discovery of North Sea oil, the UK government has consistently failed to 
make use of the natural resources off our shores. Rather than having consistently 
higher taxes to ensure a greater proportion of private companies’ profits can be 
reinvested in lowering customers’ bills and investing in green technology – the UK 
Government has preferred to make only very occasional use of windfall taxes to 
boost government revenue. A windfall tax is a one-off tax designed to tax 
‘excessive profits’, usually as a result of external circumstances benefitting an 
industry, rather than due to shrewd business decisions that an individual company 
might have made.  

Windfall taxes have been used only twice in relation to the energy sector in the 
UK. The first time was in 1997, when the new Labour government claimed that 
former state-owned utility companies had been sold off too cheaply and were 
then making billions in excess profit. A 23% windfall tax was placed on all energy 
companies, raising about £13 billion (in 2022 prices). The second time was in 2022, 
when then Chancellor of the Exchequer Rishi Sunak announced a 25% windfall tax 
on the oil and gas giants – but stating there would be an 80% allowance if a 
company invested in new extraction. In total, between 2022-23, this is reckoned 
to bring in around £5 billion.24 

A further failure of the UK Government was its decision to never invest any of the 
tax receipts gained from oil and gas into a Sovereign Wealth Fund. Norway, which 
chose not only to create such a fund but export almost all of its oil and gas, 

 
24 Institute for Government, ‘Windfall Taxes’, 
https://www.instituteforgovernment.org.uk/explainers/windfall-taxes, 10 June 2022. (Last accessed 2 
October 2022.) 
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currently has a wealth fund of an estimated value of $1.4 trillion. This enables the 
country to both lower energy prices, and more effectively transition to carbon-
neutral heating in homes. The failure to invest for the longer-term is now 
acknowledged as a fundamental weakness of the UK’s economy and a key 
contributor in our failure to be able to get to grips with the energy crisis.  

Finally, as seen in figure 2, the general tax regime in the UK – that is, through a 
combination of lower taxes, incentives and tax breaks – the energy giants can 
make massive profits over the long term at the expense of the UK taxpayer. For 
example, in the mid-2010s, when the price of oil dropped sharply, whilst Norway 
continued to profit from oil and gas extraction, the UK government actually lost 
money for a brief period. 

Earlier in 2022, BP posted $12.8 billion in profits. Chief Executive Bernard Looney, 
whose pay doubled to £4.46 million, boasted that rising oil prices had made his 
company a ‘cash machine’. Shortly after, the company issued a $2.5 billion share 
buyback for investors. This is in a sector, which in 2016, paid no tax and received a 
net subsidy from the UK Government simply for operating.  

 

What are the options? 
The UK Government’s decision to introduce a windfall tax 
(described as a ‘temporary, targeted energy profits levy’) on 
oil and gas producers is a first step but does not go nearly far 
enough in allowing the majority of people in the country to 
benefit from the natural resources we all own.  

Labour and the Liberal Democrats had, for some months prior to the April 2022 
decision, put pressure on the UK Government to announce such a windfall tax and 
use the profits to lower energy bills. Both parties have announced further windfall 
taxes on the big oil and gas companies as the war in Ukraine goes on and the oil 
and gas companies continue to profit. The SNP has criticised the windfall tax, 
saying that it is a tax on a Scottish industry and such taxes should apply to all 
companies that have made profits during the pandemic.  

 

What is the solution? 
The UK needs a new progressive taxation system that actually 
makes sure those companies extracting oil and gas from the 
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North Sea adequately compensate the people of this country for the natural 
resources to which we give them access.  

Windfall taxes certainly have their place within a progressive taxation system, and 
there are clear benefits at present to using such a mechanism. The main benefit to 
a windfall tax is that it is a retrospective tax on profits already made – a company 
cannot change its behaviour to lower production or try to offset their profits in 
some other way to avoid paying the government the taxes due.  

Given also that the billions of pounds being made annually is largely as a result of 
the spike in oil and gas prices due to the war in Ukraine, with demand outstripping 
supply, it is patently unfair to allow multinational corporations to profit out of an 
international humanitarian catastrophe. Profiteering in the Second World War was 
not allowed, and neither should it be allowed today. 

However, windfall taxes do have disadvantages, an important one being that they 
create an uncertain economic environment where companies do not know if such 
a tax would be repeated in the future (indeed, this is exactly the problem with the 
Labour and Liberal Democrat proposal). 

 

What would a progressive form of taxation 
look like? 
While in the short-term, a windfall tax is needed to tax the 
excessive profits being made by companies like BP and Shell, 
the UK needs to copy the Norwegian model of taxation. 

To take one year as an example, in 2019, for every £100 Norway collected in tax 
on barrels of oil in the North Sea, the UK collected only £8.25 This allows to Norway 
to pay lower energy prices – paying 80% of people’s bills above a capped price. 

The UK Government urgently needs to permanently increase tax rates on oil and 
gas production to the Norwegian rate of 56%.26 This level of taxation will raise 
more money in taxes which can then be spent on a green transition, to devest 
more quickly from fossil fuels and invest in renewable forms of energy generation 
and storage. 

Some of this money could be used to also bring down energy bills in the short 
term. As well as this, increased tax revenues would allow the UK Government to 

 
25 L. van der Burg, ‘Only 6 months left till COP26. What must the UK do to make it a success?’, Oil Change 
International, https://priceofoil.org/2021/05/11/uk-needs-to-act-on-oil-and-gas/, 11 May 2021. (Last 
accessed 2 October 2022.) 
26 Idem. 
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support the Scottish Government’s Just Transition Fund. This £500 million, ten-
year scheme is aimed at supporting employees and companies in the North East of 
Scotland develop and transfer their skills in new industries as North Sea oil and gas 
production declines.27  

The oil and gas companies which for so long have extracted the country’s natural 
resources and its wealth, should not be able to escape the cost of transitioning our 
economy from fossil fuels. 
 

In brief, we demand a taxation system that 
moves the UK away from its short-termism 
and failure to plan, towards an economy that 
is geared certainty for business and protection 
for citizens. 
Successive UK governments have allowed the oil and gas 
companies working in the North Sea to make consistently 
higher profits, ever since their first extraction in the 
1970s. As the UK transitions towards a green economy, 
whilst no new investments should be made in the North 
Sea, that which is extracted must be taxed at a higher 
rate to protect ordinary people from current and future 
energy and environmental shocks. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

27 Scottish Government, ‘Supporting Scotland’s Just Transition’, https://www.gov.scot/news/supporting-
scotlands-just-transition/, 24 May 2022. (Last accessed 2 October 2022.) 
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SOLUTION FOUR: INVESTMENT IN 
RENEWABLE ENERGY FOR THE SOCIAL GOOD 

 
 

What’s the problem? 

The soaring price of gas, as well as the climate crisis, make 
investment in renewables more pressing than ever. But the 
model of investment in renewables in Scotland and across the 
UK is failing to help working class communities. 

Scotland is uniquely geographically placed in the UK, and in Europe, to take 
advantage of renewable energy. A UK Parliamentary report found that Orkney, 
Shetland and the Western Isles alone could produce enough electricity to support 
50% of the UK’s entire electricity needs.28  

So far, Scotland’s track record on renewables is impressive in terms of 
deployment. In 2021, it generated the equivalent of 97.4% of its electricity 
demand through renewables, although much of this is exported into the GB grid 
and used throughout Britain and not actually used solely in Scotland. This is, then, 
an average figure for the year, and does not account for the days when 
renewables do not produce enough energy and fossil fuels have to be used to 
produce electricity.29  

That is not to say there are risks ahead. While gas-generated electricity sources 
made up only around 10% of Scotland’s electricity needs in 2020, the push to 
reduce carbon emissions by 50% by 2030 will become increasingly hard given that 
the hardest reductions in the most difficult, expensive sectors (e.g., domestic 
heating, transport, and industrial demands) have yet to be seriously tackled.30 

Given this state of play, the Scottish Government’s strategy to decarbonise the 
economy has so far been following a similar pattern of to the fossil fuel sector and 
that of corporate control. This means that the benefits of climate action are not 
filtering down to working class communities. 

 
28 Scottish Affairs Committee, ‘Renewable Energy in Scotland’, House of Commons, 
https://committees.parliament.uk/publications/7319/documents/76606/default/, 13 September 2021. 
(Last accessed 2 October 2022.)  
29 ‘Renewables met 97% of Scotland’s electricity demand in 2020’, https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-
scotland-56530424, 25 March 2021. (Last accessed 2 October 2022).  
30 ‘Statistics: Energy Consumption by Sector’, Scottish Renewables, 
https://www.scottishrenewables.com/our-industry/statistics, (n.d.). (Last accessed 2 October 2022). 



 21 

Despite Scottish Government promises in 2010 of 130,000 low-carbon and 
renewable energy jobs by 2020, the latest figures show there are only 23,000 
direct jobs in the entire low-carbon and renewable energy economy. And as 
shown by figure 3, the longer-term trend demonstrates despite massive 
deployment of renewables, there has actually been a decline in the number of 
overall jobs associated with the industry. 

 

 
Source: Authors’ analysis of ONS statistics 
 
 
The promise of ‘green jobs’ is being broken because Scotland’s low-carbon and 
renewable energy economy is dominated by private and overseas interests. As 
demonstrated by figure 4, apart from one single demonstration turbine off the 
coast of Leven, all of Scotland’s offshore wind is controlled outside of Scotland: 
45% is controlled by overseas private companies, 29% by overseas governments 
and 25% by UK based multinationals.  

Just like all the other energy generators in Scotland, these multinational 
companies have little (if any) interest in providing good quality jobs in Scotland’s 
supply chain. Rather, they place making as large a profit as possible from their 
investments, and will procure infrastructure from global supply chains rather than 
seek to develop skills among local communities, many of whom will have these 
technologies deployed on their doorsteps. 
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Source: Authors’ analysis based on Transition Economics data 
 
 
To take one example, SSE and Total’s £5.7 billion offshore windfarm, Seagreen, off 
the coast of Angus, was found in 2019 to be paying migrant workers less than the 
minimum wage to undertake survey work.31 SSE, despite claiming they would 
investigate such practices, have previous form. In 2018, at the Beatrice windfarm 
off the coast of Wick in the Moray Firth, over 140 migrant workers from Russia and 
Indonesia were undertaking initial construction on the wind turbines for under £5 
an hour and without proper documentation. 32 

Further, in 2020, SSE awarded the Seagreen contract to manufacture the 114 
jackets – the huge steel structures the turbines sit on – to yards in China and the 
United Arab Emirates, with the steel foundations being transported half-way 

 
31 ‘Contractor in hot water for ‘mistakenly’ underpaying workers at giant Scottish wind project, Energy 
Voice,  
https://www.energyvoice.com/renewables-energy-transition/211782/contractor-in-hot-water-for-
mistakenly-underpaying-workers-at-giant-scottish-wind-project/, 11 November 2019. (Last accessed 2 
October 2022).  
32 F. Lawrence and E. McSweeney, ‘Migrants building £2.6 bn windfarm paid fraction of minimum wage’, 
The Guardian, https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2018/oct/21/migrants-building-beatrice-windfarm-
paid-fraction-of-minimum-wage, 21 October 2018. (Last accessed 2 October 2022.)  
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round the world on diesel-burning barges, rather than to local yards in Fife and 
Arnish.33  

It is cases like these that make many of Scotland’s energy workers, unions and 
broader public suspicious when businesses and government talk of a ‘just 
transition’, while at the same time engaging in a race to the bottom on workers’ 
terms and conditions, and to outsource high-quality, skilled jobs in local 
communities. 

 

What are the options? 
Scotland, like the rest of the world, is at an energy crossroads. 
There has been for some time broad political consensus that 
every country needs to decarbonise its economy if the world is 
to avoid catastrophic climate change. But there has been less 
discussion about how decarbonisation is to be achieved.  

The latest formation of a Conservative government under Liz Truss’s leadership 
seems to be sticking to the same broad UK economic strategy that has been in 
place for decades: short-termism, a failure to plan and a failure to invest in 
renewables. The recent decision to grant an additional 100 oil and gas licences in 
the North Sea, as well as allow English councils to grant licences for shale gas 
fracking, will make it impossible for the UK to meet its UN climate obligations 
under the COP Paris and Glasgow agreements.  

This comes on top of an industry decision by polluter Norwegian-owned Equinor 
to open up the mammoth Rosebank oilfield, a decision taken thanks to Rishi 
Sunak’s incentive as part of the energy windfall tax, to give back 90% of profits for 
every £1 invested in the sector. The Rosebank oilfield, twice the size of the Cambo 
oilfield that was at the centre of a major campaign to prevent its exploitation, 
would produce more CO2 emissions than the 28 lowest emitting countries in the 
world.34 

 
33 D. McPhee, ‘UAE firm wins multi-million jacket contract for mammoth Seagreen offshore wind project’, 
The Courier, https://www.thecourier.co.uk/fp/business-environment/business/1357040/uae-firm-wins-
multi-million-jacket-contract-for-mammoth-seagreen-offshore-wind-project/, 5 June 2020. (Last accessed 
2 October 2022.) 
34 D. Bol, ‘’Climate denial at its worst': Tories told to halt North Sea oil and gas expansion’, The Herald, 
https://www.heraldscotland.com/politics/22466457.climate-denial-worst-tories-told-halt-north-sea-oil-
gas-expansion/, 21 September 2022. (Last accessed 2 October 2022); A. Garton-Crosbie, ‘Activists vow to 
fight permit bid for Rosebank oil field off the coast of Shetland’,  
https://www.thenational.scot/news/20604311.activists-vow-fight-permit-bid-rosebank-oil-field-off-coast-
shetland/, 5 August 2022. (Last accessed 2 October 2022). 
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These decisions come on top of other announcements by the Prime Minister that 
her government would press ahead with trade union legislation that would make 
it harder for public sector workers to engage in strike action. There are further 
suggestions that the government is planning to remove other pieces of former EU 
employment law conditions for workers in order to make the UK economy ‘more 
competitive.’35 

The Labour party and Liberal Democrats have announced a range of policies on the 
environment, ranging from a £28 billion green investment fund and other 
retrofitting policies for homes.36 There is no mention, however, about what future 
employment rights would look like as part of this broader industrial strategy. 

 

What is the solution? 
So far, all political parties have focussed on a simple target: the 
push to ‘net zero’. There has been very little, if any, public 
discussion about a broader green industrial strategy about how 

this should be achieved. We need a strategy that creates jobs in local areas which 
have new green technologies being built. We also need new emerging sectors to 
be unionised, with skilled work recognised as such through decent pay. If the 
public are to be more green, we need green policy to be more red.  

 

What would a socially just green transition 
look like? 
Both the Scottish and the UK Government could follow suit 
and establish a new publicly owned company to generate 
renewable energy such as offshore wind. Across Germany, 
municipalities such as in Munich have their own publicly 

 
35 ‘Liz Truss pledges sweeping changes to UK trade union laws’, Financial Times, 
https://www.ft.com/content/deab4e48-b22d-4278-b31c-f018a534ddbc, 25 July 2022. (Last accessed 2 
October 2022); P. Crerar, ‘Striking union members should ‘get back to work’ says Liz Truss’, The Guardian, 
‘https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2022/sep/21/unions-workers-strikes-industrial-action-liz-truss, 21 
September 2022. (Last accessed 2 October 2022.)  
36 M. Taylor, ‘Climate experts give cautious welcome to Labour’s green policies’, The Guardian, 
https://www.theguardian.com/politics/2021/oct/01/climate-experts-give-cautious-welcome-to-labours-
green-policies, 1 October 2021. (Last accessed 2 October 2022.) 
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owned companies that are developing their own renewable projects,37 sometimes 
outside of their own jurisdiction in partnership with developers around Europe.38 

Through Crown Estate Scotland, the Scottish Government lease the seabed to 
offshore wind companies. It could stipulate conditions in these licenses which 
ensure that jobs are created locally. However, the funding for offshore wind 
projects is controlled by the UK Government through ‘Contracts for Difference’, 
and is awarded solely on price. All of these projects have been awarded to 
commercial companies (ironically including large publicly owned companies such 
as Orsted of Denmark and Equinor of Norway). 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

In brief, we demand a just transition and a 
green industrial strategy that recognises the 
value of workers’ labour. 
 
The transition to an economy that protects the 
environment cannot be done without a greater 
recognition of the rights of workers and the people who 
will work in the new industries that will protect us from 
climate change. The end of gas and fossil fuels as a 
source of heating must not come at the added expense 
of losing the skills of the people currently employed in 
this sector. 

 

 
37 O. Wagner, K. Berlo, C. Herr, M. Companie, ‘Success Factors for the Foundation of Municipal Utilities in 
Germany’, Energies, 14(4): 981—996. 
38 ‘An offshore windfarm changes Munich’s energy mix’, Reve, https://www.evwind.es/2020/03/18/an-
offshore-wind-farm-changes-munichs-energy-mix/74086, 18 March 2020. (Last accessed 2 October 2022).  
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SOLUTION FIVE: INTRODUCE DEMOCRATIC 
PLANNING FOR ENERGY MARKETS 

 
 

What is the problem? 
The continued reliance on ‘market forces’ to keep prices low 
and meet the UK’s net zero carbon goals fails to protect 
customers and discourages long-term planning in the sector, 
precisely at the time the country needs it. 

Privatised electricity markets such as the UK’s are suffering the greatest price rises 
in part because in wholesale electricity markets, where the country’s energy is 
bought and sold, the most expensive generator sets the price. 39 This is leading to 
an increasingly large difference in the cost of new renewable generation and the 
cost of the electricity that we are paying for.  

This system is sustained by an array of complicated funding arrangements where 
the state underwrites development, households pay for it, and private companies 
reap the rewards.  

‘Contracts for Difference’ (CfD) is the UK Government’s main mechanism for 
supporting low-carbon electricity generation. This involves government auctioning 
off renewable projects to private developers to produce energy for fifteen year 
periods. The government pays developers the difference between a ‘strike price’, 
reflecting upfront project costs for investing in a low-carbon technology, and a 
‘market price’, reflecting the average market price of electricity.  

Under this scheme, generators are paid for the electricity they sell, and they are 
also paid the difference between the value of the electricity sold and the available 
capacity.  

The UK Government says this incentivises investment in renewable energy while 
protecting consumers. The reality, however, is a complicated market-based 
system where the government pays to take electricity generation and pays to 
refuse it. As Trade Unions for Energy Democracy (TUED) state, ‘by locking in both 
volume and price for sales of new low-carbon generation at non-market prices, for 
fifteen years, these agreements effectively established a long-term, guaranteed, 

 
39 M. Grubb, ‘Opinion: Renewables are cheaper than ever – so why are household energy bills only going 
up?’, https://www.ucl.ac.uk/news/2022/jan/opinion-renewables-are-cheaper-ever-so-why-are-household-
energy-bills-only-going, 18 January 2022. (Last accessed 2 October 2022.) 
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risk-free, publicly subsidised income stream for producers.’40 Contracts for 
Difference are funded via a ‘green levy’ on energy suppliers, who in turn pass 
these costs onto the consumer. This is then, essentially a regressive flat tax on 
low-income households for the use of energy. 

On top of the CfD mechanism is support for continued fossil fuel generation 
through capacity payments. While gas generates less than 40% of UK electricity, 
and only operates when needed to cover renewables and nuclear, because gas 
plants will not operate unless the electricity price is high enough to cover their 
operating cost, this means they are paid additional payments in order to be ready 
to step in. As the academic Michael Grubb states: ‘It’s a bit like having to pay the 
peak-period price for every train journey you take.’41 

 

What are the options? 
Contracts for Difference have (to some extent) been successful 
in that they have enabled greater price security for renewable 
energy generators and the substantial increase in green 
energy production over the past few decades does suggest the 
policy has been modestly successful.   

However, it has been the GB consumer who has had to pay the cost of this policy. 
Those who consume more energy have had to bear a greater burden. And the 
options to reform this policy that continue to rely on market mechanisms are 
largely unappealing. They amount to little more than tinkering at the edges of the 
scheme, with most of the risk and cost lying with the public.  

Further, The Conservative government recently suggested detaching the 
wholesale price of gas from electricity to lower the overall cost, though this is 
likely to hold back further investment in renewable energy at precisely the time 
more is needed.42  

 
40 As cited in F. Stuart, ‘Broken Promises and Offshored Jobs: STUC report on employment in the low- 
carbon and renewable energy economy’, Scottish Trade Unions Congress, (n.d.),  
https://stuc.org.uk/files/Policy/Reasearch_Briefings/Broken%20promises%20and%20offshored%20jobs%2
0report.pdf, p. 12 (last accessed 2 October 2022.) 
41 M. Grubb, ‘‘Opinion: Renewables are cheaper than ever’, 18 January 2022. 
42 Department of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, ‘UK launches biggest electricity market reform 
in a generation’, UK Government, https://www.gov.uk/government/news/uk-launches-biggest-electricity-
market-reform-in-a-generation, 18 July 2022. (Last accessed 2 October 2022.)  
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What is the solution? 
The solution is to abolish the privatised, competitive, wholesale 
energy market in place of a democratically controlled system, 
with local, regional and national levels of delivery and planning.   

While CfD could, in theory, be devolved, the funding for CfD 
comes from a levy on household fuel bills. ‘Contracts for Difference’ are long-term 
contracts, too, and cannot just be easily scrapped. What should happen, is that 
CfDs should be detached from energy bills and added onto general taxation, which 
is a more progressive form of taxation than energy bills. 

Given England and Wales has ten times as many dwellings as Scotland, there is 
likely to be a need for some form of continued cooperation between the UK and 
Scottish Government to ensure that Scotland’s renewables resource (which is 
necessary for the UK to meet renewable energy targets) benefits from this 
broader UK financial resource. The SNP’s White Paper on Independence supported 
the continuation of a GB-wide energy market for this very reason. It is likely 
therefore that under further devolution or independence, there will need to be 
some form of cooperation on renewables funding between Scotland and the rest 
of the UK. 

The Scottish Government, should it be given the powers through devolution or 
independence, could also use its strategic capacity through a national public 
energy company to create alternative planning mechanisms and pathways to link 
renewable energy producers and consumers outside of wholescale markets. Prof. 
Grubb at UCL has mooted similar proposals, although these are mainly aimed at 
large-scale commercial customers of electricity rather than domestic customers. 
In essentially creating another marketplace, a ‘green energy market’, long-term 
wholesale contracts could be signed for green energy, based largely on the cost of 
investment rather than the fluctuating price of gas.  

 

What would a planned market look like? 
The GB energy market has shifted over the past three decades 
towards increased competition and a short-term outlook. Long-
term contracts need to become the norm again, giving price 
stability to consumers and giving stability to companies to 
invest in new, green technologies. This has already been done 
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in France, where an industrial consortium bought electricity from EDF on a 24-year 
contract, bringing down the price considerably.43 

Other elements of planning could also include the immediate and widespread 
rollout of eco-tariffs, that encourage people to use electricity at times of high 
generation (e.g., when the wind is blowing a lot), and reduce consumption at 
times of high demand. These are gradually being introduced, but are not on offer 
from all suppliers and are not common enough to have a significant effect on 
overall energy demand. 

GB also needs much greater connectivity with the rest of Europe. Current 
transmission lines exist largely as a profit-making exercise and have been taken 
largely for commercial purposes (such international, interconnection cables are 
also privately owned). If more cables could be laid to better connect GB to many 
other parts of Europe, we could have greater choice in when and how we supply 
our electricity. These decisions, however, require government intervention and far 
more planning than is currently the case. 
 

In brief, we demand an end to the speculative 
practices of the market in favour of 
democratic, long-term energy planning.  
The Scottish Parliament must have full devolved powers 
over energy policy – with an associated increase in 
borrowing powers -- to enable it to put aside market 
volatility and shareholder returns in favour of the people 
of Scotland and the environment. We demand that full 
control over the grid will allow for greater investment in 
connectivity to Europe, the roll-out of Eco tariffs, and 
shaping the market to allow for long-term contracts in 
excess of twenty years to allow for greater security of 
investment in renewable energy.  

 
 
 

 
43 M. Grubb, and P. Drummond, ‘UK industrial electricity prices: competitiveness in a low carbon world’,  
https://www.ucl.ac.uk/bartlett/sustainable/sites/bartlett/files/uk_industrial_electricity_prices_-
_competitiveness_in_a_low_carbon_world.pdf, February 2018, p. 8. (Last accessed 2 October 2022).  
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SOLUTION SIX: ESTABLISH MUNICIPAL HEAT 
AND RETROFITTING COMPANIES 

 
 

What is the problem? 
The UK’s housing stock is the oldest in Europe, if not the 
world.44 One particular consequence of this is that the quality of 
insulation for many homes is well below modern building 
standards. 

In Scotland, half the population is likely to live in a one- or two-bedroom home, 
with two-thirds of the population living in homes built after 1945. And while 73% 
of the population of Glasgow were likely to live in flats, over 93% of the 
populations of the Northern and Western Isles are living in houses.45 Further, at 
over 25%, Scotland has the highest proportion of people in the UK living either in 
council-owned or housing association properties, whereas only 17% and 18% of 
people do so in England and Wales, respectively.46  

There are, therefore, clear regional differences in the types of homes people live 
in, and thus differences in the challenges the UK, Scottish and local governments 
will face as we seek to increase the energy efficiency of people’s homes to bring 
down their bills. 

Having a poor quality housing stock leads not just to higher bills, but also higher 
emissions. Almost a quarter of Scotland’s emissions are associated with domestic 
energy use. It is also one of the sectors most expensive and difficult to tackle in 
terms of making C02 reductions. In 2017, a report found that around 41% of 
homes in Scotland failed to meet the Scottish Homes Quality Standard, the 
country’s measurement of domestic construction quality. One reason for this is 
that only social landlords are required to upgrade properties to meet these 
standards – private landlords or homeowners have no such obligation!  

 
44 J. Piddington, S. Nicol, H. Garrett, and M. Custard, ‘The Housing Stock of the United Kingdom’, BRE Trust, 
https://files.bregroup.com/bretrust/The-Housing-Stock-of-the-United-Kingdom_Report_BRE-Trust.pdf, 
February 2020, p. 2. (Last accessed 2 October 2022.) 
45 ‘Scottish House Condition Survey: Local Authority Analysis 2017-2019’, Scottish Government, 
https://www.gov.scot/publications/scottish-house-condition-survey-local-authority-analysis-2017-
2019/pages/3/, 23 February 2021. (Last accessed 2 October 2022.)  
46 J. Piddington, et al., , ‘The Housing Stock of the United Kingdom’, BRE Trust, p. 18. 
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Considering all of these factors, the cost of all of this upon households is stark --  
£1 in every £4 we spend on heating our homes leaks out again.47 

 

What are the options? 
The best option open to us to help protect customers from 
higher bills is to build better homes and insulate our existing 
housing stock. Doing nothing is not an option. 

Yet doing nothing is exactly what the Conservative-led UK 
government has done over the past decade. Whilst exact comparisons between 
the four nations of the UK with regard to insulation rates and energy efficiency of 
homes are difficult, there is clear evidence about what the costs of failing to 
insulate homes has been.  

Since George Osborne’s 2010 ‘Austerity Budget’, subsidies and incentives for 
home insulation and energy-saving initiatives have gradually been phased out or 

suspended.  

For example, in 
2013 the UK 
government cut 
subsidies for home 
insulation. The 
House of Commons’ 
own Climate Change 
Committee found 
that this had led to 
a drop in insulation 
rates of over 90% -- 
and not recovered 
since, despite a 
number of new 
initiatives.  

The cuts to green 
subsidies did not end there. In 2015, incentives to install solar panels on domestic 
properties were removed. And in 2016, a policy which was supposed to be 
introduced for ‘Zero Carbon Homes’ was scrapped. This would have raised building 

 
47 ‘Our Climate: Our Homes’, Scottish Trade Unions Congress, 
https://stuc.org.uk/files/campaigns/Homes/Our-Homes_briefing.pdf, (n.d.), p.1. (Last accessed 2 October 
2022.) 

Source: Climate Change Committee (2020) 

Fig. 5: UK home insulation rates, 2010-2020 
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standards in England to improve insulation in new homes, saving people around 
£200 annually based on 2019 figures – this figure would now be higher given the 
rise in energy bills. But because this scheme was going to add around 1-2% onto 
the initial price of a new home, the Conservative government chose not to 
implement it. Between 2010-2022, over one million homes have been built in 
England. By 2020 it was estimated over £2.5 billion had been added onto UK bills 
as a direct result of households having to spend more to heat these new-build, 
energy inefficient homes.48 This equates to each home on average paying an extra 
£67 annually as a result of being poorly insulated. 

 

While these policies have not directly affected Scotland, there have been indirect 
consequences in that Scotland has not been able to benefit from additional 
funding that would have come to the Scottish Government through the Barnett 
formula. This has in turn limited the amount of money potentially available to 
further boost monies available for eco-savings schemes. 

 
48 S. Evans, ‘Analysis: Cutting the ‘green crap’ has added £2.5bn to UK energy bills’, CarbonBrief,  
https://www.carbonbrief.org/analysis-cutting-the-green-crap-has-added-2-5bn-to-uk-energy-bills/, 20 
January 2022. (Last accessed 2 October 2022.)  

Fig. 6: Depth of Loft Insulation (where applicable), 2003/04—2018 
 

Source: Scottish Government 
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In Scotland, the Energy Savings Trust manages the Scottish Government’s home 
insulation and energy saving schemes throughout the country, as well as working 
with local authorities to aid with fuel poverty. Compared to England, there has 
been more consistency in terms of funding and, as the above graph shows, rates 
of home insulation in Scotland have gradually increased since 2010 as a result. UK 
Government reports also suggest that, on many indices, Scotland consistently 
outperforms many other parts of the UK in the implementation of eco-saving 
initiatives.49 Scotland and the rest of the UK , however, need far more urgent 
action on home insulation if we want to reduce fuel poverty and reduce climate 
emissions. 

 

What is the solution? 
To upgrade our homes, reduce our bills and tackle climate 
change, we need a street-by-street retrofitting programme to 
insulate 
and 
climate 

proof our homes and 
deliver low-carbon heat to 
our homes. While this will 
require national funding, it 
will be best delivered by 
local authorities, using 
local labour skills, with 
national sectoral 
bargaining to secure 
decent working practices 
and improve terms and 
conditions. 

We also need to make sure 
private landlords are 

Learning from previous transitions 

While a number of energy transitions have been 
detrimental to working class communities, the 
United Kingdom’s conversion from ‘town gas’ to 
‘natural gas’ between 1968 and 1976 involved 
converting around 40 million appliances for 14 
million customers, mostly households.  

Working alongside 12 regional gas boards, the 
Government took a central coordinating role, 
with a nationalised Gas Council giving the state 
direct control of the required investment.50 This 
shows both the possibilities and the need for 
coordinated planning in any national insulation 
programme. 

 
49 Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, ‘Household Energy Efficiency Release: Great 
Britain Data to December 2020’,  
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/9700
64/Detailed_Release_-_HEE_stats_18_Mar_2021_FINAL.pdf, 18 March 2021. (Last accessed 2 October 
2022.)  
50 Office for Budget Responsibility, ‘Decarbonising domestic heating: Lessons from the switch to natural 
gas’, in Fiscal Risks Report, https://obr.uk/box/decarbonising-domestic-heating-lessons-from-the-switch-
to-natural-gas/, July 2021, p. 116. (Last accessed 2 October 2022). 
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instructed – either through financial incentives, legal enforcement, or both – to 
improve the environmental standards for their tenants. Not only do tenants in the 
private sector pay more for their rent, but are also penalised doubly by being 
more likely to live in poorer quality housing. This needs to end. Homeowners could 
also be encouraged to insulate their homes by ensuring their homes meet 
minimum environmental standards prior to their sale. 

The added benefits of these policies are that it would not require further 
devolution to Scotland. But it does require political will and, importantly, 
significant funding from the Scottish Government.  

 

What would a national home insulation 
programme look like?  
As we do not have an army of workers that Scotland can 
magically call on to retrofit and insulate homes, we will need to 
bring new workers into the industry through a bespoke national 
training scheme, high quality apprenticeships and through 

public works programmes. With a government-driven scheme, national standards 
for such an apprenticeship can be created which would help workers transition 
into other related sectors should they wish. 

Local Authorities should be empowered to establish Municipal Energy Companies 
which would develop, own and deliver low carbon heat, such as district heating, 
and energy efficiency infrastructure at local or regional level. To do this, however, 
the Scottish Government will need to change the remit of the existing national 
investment bank from having a profit-driven, commercial remit, to one geared 
towards social and ecological need. 

The benefit could be significant. Unlike offshore wind jobs, retrofitting jobs are 
difficult to offshore: they largely require work that is delivered on-site and could 
create in the order 10,000 jobs in Scotland.51  

A further benefit is to our carbon emissions and health. The Building Research 
Establishment Trust analysed the benefits that could be expected for a typical, 
two-bedroomed terraced home, with standard insulation (50mm loft insulation, 
no floor or wall insulation, partial double-glazing and partial low-energy lights 
fitted). The simplest form of upgrade – to increase loft insulation to over 300mm, 

 
51 Transition Economics, ‘Green Jobs in Scotland’, Scottish Trade Unions Congress, 
https://stuc.org.uk/files/Policy/STUC_Green_Jobs.pdf, April 2021, p. 2. (Last accessed 2 October 2022.)  
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replace all lights, full double glazing and a modern condensing boiler – would cost  
on average £4,776.  

While this may seem like a significant upfront cost, the average household energy 
bill would be reduced from £1,170 to £895 a year (based on 2020 costs). But more 
significantly, for any vulnerable person – such as the disabled or elderly – there 
would be an additional £730 annual saving per household to the NHS. In simple 
terms, the economic benefits to the State would pay for itself within four years if 
focussed directly on the most vulnerable. There would also be a further benefit by 
reducing carbon emissions by over 50%, helping all of us achieve climate targets.52 

 
In brief, we demand the retrofitting and 
insulation of homes throughout Scotland to 
make sure no one is living in sub-standard 
housing. 
 
We need to improve building regulations, force both 
private and social landlords, and encourage 
homeowners to insulate their homes to save money and 
bring down carbon emissions. We also need to change 
the remit of the Scottish National Investment Bank to 
have a social and environmental focus, and to have 
greater government funding for it. This should then be 
used to launch a national insulation programme, as well 
as support local councils to invest in district heating 
schemes and phasing out domestic gas boilers.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

52 J. Piddington, et al., , ‘The Housing Stock of the United Kingdom’, BRE Trust, p. 30. 
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LOWERING ENERGY BILLS AND TOWARDS A 
GREEN TRANSITION FOR SCOTLAND 

 
 

This pamphlet has set out six ideas for 
reform in Scotland’s energy network. While 
these ideas will only contribute to a much 
broader effort that will be required to lift 
people out of fuel poverty and reduce 
carbon emissions, these ideas are realistic, 
achievable and costed. 

It is now clear that this is not going to happen 
under a Liz Truss administration in Westminster. 

Indeed, the risks to both households and the environment are more obvious than 
ever. As the gap between richest and everyone else in society grows even larger, 
so too much grow the calls for more radical action. 

Despite policies mentioned here, however, constitutional and financial challenges 
to bringing energy bills down in Scotland will remain without action at a UK level. 
We urgently need greater financial investment – in the region of tens of billions of 
pounds – to reclaim ownership and control of Scotland’s (and the UK’s) energy 
monopolies.  

The centralised model upon which the GB energy sector is based will need to be 
devolved to allow for more flexibility in the delivery of energy, especially as we 
move towards greater renewable energy generation. This will, in turn, require 
greater borrowing and tax powers for the Scottish Parliament.  A Scotland-wide 
campaign calling for the Scottish Government and local authorities to have the 
funding and powers they need to address the energy crisis could unite energy 
campaigners, consumer groups and anti-poverty groups, the trade union 
movement and political campaigners on both sides of the constitutional divide.  

Public investment and greater devolution of energy policy, in and of itself, will still 
not enough. Multinationals would still be able to hoover up profits, offshore jobs 
(and the tax revenues), and hike up energy bills. Scotland’s wind sector is proof of 
this. Despite government policies, incentives, and record numbers of licences 
granted to build offshore windfarms, the end result remains the same: an 
approach to energy policy based on throwing public money at the private sector.  
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Therefore, we need politicians, particularly those who profess to have progressive 
values, to start explaining how we can reduce energy bills and emissions – not just 
through investment and subsidies – but also through enhances workers’ rights and 
giving the public greater democratic control over their energy. We need our local 
authorities to outline how, with appropriate financing, they could take a leading 
role in retrofitting our homes. And we need energy bosses to get out the way.  

Rather than lining the pockets of the rich, a green transition undertaken with 
democratic public ownership could benefit the majority of Scotland’s 
households. But it requires pressure from all of us, and action from our 
politicians. Scotland cannot afford to wait.  
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This pamphlet is a collaborative effort from activists working in the ‘Power to the 
People Campaign’ and in ‘Popular Education Network Scotland’. To help us in our 
campaign, you can: 
 

Share this pamphlet! Pass this along to anyone who may find the 
information useful.  Or you can direct people you know who need 
help to our websites, where you can download a copy of this 
document for free.  
 
Print this pamphlet! You can download and print as many copies as 
you like for distribution within your own networks. 
 
Join us! If you are interested in finding out more about what we do, 
in helping out in our work, or in establish local networks of either 
group, please use the contact details for each group listed below: 

 
 
 

The Power to the People campaign was set up in June 2022 to 
campaign against the dramatic rise in the energy price cap, as well 
as push for action on fuel poverty. It is a loose, grassroots coalition 
of activists with networks existing throughout Scotland. 
 

 Powertothepeople2022@gmail.com 
 
@pttpglasgow 
 

 
 

PEN Scotland is a network of activists and educators who are interested in 
methods of popular education. We run training events, workshops, events and 
weekends on topics ranging from gender, community wealth building, debt 
advice and much more. We are always looking for more people to get involved in 
our work.  
 Powertothepeople2022@gmail.com 

 penscotland@gmail.com 

 PopularEducationNetworkScotland  

 @popedscotland 

 


