Amended Notes and further clarifications from PLACE / CNP meeting with Ofgem 24.01.12

Present

Ofgem: Sarah Samuel, Head of Sustainable Energy Policy; Anna Kulhavy, Senior Manager/Economist RIIO-T1; Loretta Boman, Economist  

PLACE: Andrew Darke, Jonathan Adamson

CNP: Ruth Chambers was unable to be at this meeting owing to a short notice re-scheduling by Ofgem.
Agenda (italics), with comments from the meeting inserted:
Ofgem - bold italics; PLACE - bold
1. NG's Business Plan and the Willingness to Pay (wtp) Research.

a). London Economics' clear and thorough evaluation shows significant flaws in National Grid's (NG) wtp research by Brunswick. Despite the flaws, the research shows a strong public wish for undergrounding of power lines. PLACE believes better quality research is likely to show the public view even more clearly.
Ofgem agreed that the timescale (1 week) for comments on NG’s new research by Accent into wtp for undergrounding existing power lines is a short period. 
Ofgem suggested PLACE inform NG that it intended to respond but needed more time to fully consider and provide constructive feedback. Ofgem also noted that in its view NG is undertaking a study of consumer willingness to pay to estimate a welfare measure of mitigating the impacts of existing infrastructure in areas designated national parks or areas of outstanding natural beauty. 

PLACE said NG should be much more specific about what it is providing – How much undergrounding per year? Where? How is that decision made? etc. PLACE’s believes more should be asked of NG in recognising that consumers are entering a contract with NG when paying for undergrounding through their bills.
PLACE also expressed concern that given 80% of the UK population is urban based it is important that new wtp research is prefaced with information. Eg. lifetime of new ohtls, efficiency of ohtls compared to ug systems. Amount of landscape already blighted by ohtls etc. etc. Conservationists should input into the preface – another failing is being built into NG’s new research by not giving enough time for input from others.

 - Full cost benefit analysis is needed over the life of the asset - the cost to the community of NOT undergrounding.

PLACE’s view is that as the underground / overhead debate continues and intensifies, without a proper evaluation of these costs on the community, in line with the UK Natural Ecosystems Assessment, Ofgem will find itself exposed to criticism that there are significant gaps in its knowledge. The latter point does not seem to be appreciated as yet by Ofgem.

b). Ofgem's view of the NG Business Plan - fast tracking? – There was no discussion on this point.

c). Scottish TOs non compliance with request for wtp. research?
Ofgem said that neither SPTL or SHETL had included an allowance for mitigating the impact of existing transmission infrastructure on visual amenity in national parks. SPTL’s proposal partly reflects the low proportion of its transmission area in national parks  and its position to manage the visual amenity of existing infrastructure on a case by case basis across all its network. 
SHETL’s proposal not to use this reflects the findings of its stakeholder engagement as well as the fact that a significant proportion of its existing network will be subject to a planning assessment owing to its capital investment programme to upgrade much of its network over RIIO-T1.

Ofgem also noted that NG’s further survey work will include Scottish consumers. Accordingly it intends to allow both SPTL and SHETL the opportunity to change position on this during RIIO-T1. 
d). The new NG Accent wtp research is for existing lines, implication is that the Brunswick work stands! There was no discussion on this point.

2. Ofgem's position re: 

The Key Messages of the UK National Ecosystem Assessment:
"Contemporary economic and participatory techniques allow us to estimate values for a wide range of ecosystem services. Applying these to scenarios of plausible futures shows that allowing decisions to be guided by market prices alone forgoes opportunities for major enhancements in ecosystem services, with negative consequences for social well-being. Recognising the value of ecosystem services more fully would allow the UK to move towards a more sustainable future, in which the benefits of ecosystem services are better realised and more equitably distributed."
Ofgem said that the findings of the UKNEA would enter its work at a policy level but that the main impact of UKNEA would be felt through the planning system – EIA’s, etc..  
3. Problems around NG's public consultation on the Stalybridge to Woodhead (4ZO) 400kV Line Long Term Future Study Final Draft.

a). Omissions / obfuscations

b). Lack of clarity / poor quality of information

d). Mis-information - PLACE alternative route beyond the NP

e). Information promised but never received

g). PLACE alternative summary, we have asked for it to be printed immediately after NG's own in the Final Report. NG has refused. Who's report is it? NG says theirs. PLACE says everyone's... There was no discussion of these specific points.

h). In the continuing absence of the IET report on undergrounding costs, (IET report published 01/02/12 with the general conclusion that the undergrounding : ohtl ratio is nearer 5 : 1 not the 10 : 1 so often quoted by NG) Could Ofgem require that NG respond to the German figures PLACE gave them 30 months ago? NG said at the Ambergate consultation on 26/09/11 its response would appear through the IET Study.

PLACE expressed considerable frustration with the problems experienced over the consultation. 

Ofgem understood the difficulties, and asked PLACE for a short summary of its difficulties over the 4ZO consultation to help it consider where it might be able to bear some influence on the problem – PLACE agreed. Ofgem pointed out that the quality of public consultation is an issue for the IPC and perhaps PLACE should be in contact with them. The 4ZO replacement/renewal project has not reached the IPC stage yet. 
PLACE asked whether RIIO-T1 would enable funds for the undergrounding of the 4ZO line beyond the Peak District National Park. 
Ofgem pointed out that its statutory powers to set a general allowance to address visual amenity impacts of existing lines end at statutory boundaries. Nonetheless, under RIIO-T1, it is also within scope for the companies to propose extra funding for the purpose of mitigating the specific impacts of a new line on visual amenity or other features of special interest where it can demonstrate the that long term benefits of doing so is greater than the costs. It is also within scope for Ofgem to approve a specific allowance to mitigate the impacts of a new line within the RIIO-T1 framework wherever it is situated i.e. within designated or non-designated areas, as long as it can be demonstrated it is a value for money proposal over the long term, taking into account wider socio-environmental considerations, including where relevant loss of amenity, loss of property value, deaths, injuries and health problems associated with ohtls, and loss of tourist income over the 40 year life of the asset. The costs and benefits of new lines will vary according to the specific circumstances associated with the development. Therefore, each new line are subject to detailed planning scrutiny and will be considered on a case by case basis as set out in the Government’s national planning statement. Ofgem suggested PLACE should look at a factsheet it published last year for more information on the approach under the new regulatory framework RIIO: 

http://www.ofgem.gov.uk/Media/FactSheets/Documents1/109%20visual%20amenity%20factsheet.pdf
Note that in PLACE’s view, in the latter document and elsewhere, a false dichotomy is becoming established in separating new from existing power lines – they both have the same impact on communities and the environment. This is probably being caused by the major changes in the regulatory framework. 
3. The idea of a more regular, ongoing dialogue between the Ofgem and those concerned with the environment is currently under discussion.
      Ofgem expects to make an announcement in the 
      spring.
PLACE welcomes this development. In a phone conversation after the Ofgem meeting, between PLACE and Ruth Chambers, CNP both parties agreed that a forum must have bite and not just be a talking shop. NG is a national monopoly having numerous meetings every year with Ofgem. PLACE remains very concerned at the disparity in amount of contact time NG has with the regulator compared with conservationists. Making sure that a potential Landscape Forum can affect Ofgem’s policies would be an important way to somewhat redress the balance.

