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Nigel Orchard on the unhappy shambles
that is smart metering in the UK

Gordon Brown'’s government
announced the smart meter
implementation program (SMIP)
in 2006 — every home will
have one by 2020, the biggest
infrastructure change since
natural gas in 1974. Eleven years
later we have not seen much
progress. True about 25% are
installed, but these are only
compatible with a single energy
supplier. When you change, the
meter becomes dumb and needs
to be replaced. At £250 a pop,
and 10% churn, that’s a cost of
£25 per household per annum,
greater than the £18 savings from
being “in control”. Not very smart
according to recent papers by
the Institute of Directors (IoD),
Institute of Engineeringand
Technology (IET) and several
BBC broadcasts.

The SMIP started well.
Government, regulator, energy
companies and technologists
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in the downward supply chain
all working together to achieve
the utopia — a robust, secure,
low bandwidth communication
channel to every home in the
country, paid for by socialised
costs to support innovation and
free trade in energy. A level
playing field for all to participate.
Sounds good doesn’t it? However
things soon things started to go
awry when government realised
they were totally dependent on
the energy companies to make
this work. Specifications were
developed to bring benefits to the
industry. No such specification
were drawn up by consumer
groups.

The meter has always acted
as the legal “arbitrator” between
supply and demand; that solid
spinning wheel with dials quoted
so often in court cases throughout
the world. Not anymore it seems.
Energy companies can receive

data accurate to every half-an
hour; the consumer receives no
such data. Energy companies can
disconnect a consumer remotely
at the flick of a switch (and there
are several cases when they have
done so to compel a consumer to
pay up if there is a dispute). No
such opportunity for a consumer
to switch energy supplier quickly
and effectively. Installation costs
are passed directly on to the
consumer, hidden in the bill.

No such contribution from the
supplier’s profit line to this huge
investment.

The second problem has been
the severe lack of expertise.
Engineering professionals in
metering were made redundant
in the 9os when the industry was
privatised. A cost not deemed
essential by the Thatcher City
boys and not reviewed properly
during the Blair years. Surely
markets will sort it out. The






