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Dear Sir, 

OREF reply to consultation. 
 

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to your consultation on ‘Supporting a Smarter 

Electricity System’1. 

OREF welcomes this opportunity to provide comment and although many of the points 

raised below are critical, we would like to ensure that the overall tenor is not negative. There 

is much to do and little time to achieve it, so OREF is keen to help you focus on areas that 

are important to the community and your customers. The comments made are therefore 

intended to help provide that perspective from our end of the wires. 

You posed a series of questions and we would like to make comment as below. The text in 

bold are precis of your ‘Time Out’ questions. 

Do I agree with the Principles listed? Which ones should you be prioritising? (Pg 8) 

No. There are several problems with the principles stated: 

• We don’t want more choice. We want better choices. We want services that match 

my needs, one of which is sustainability. None of the 5 principles listed addresses 

this important area, focussing on cost and your own internal efficiencies. There is a 

passing reference to de-carbonisation in principle 2 and decabonisation (spelt 

differently) within principle 5, but this shows how low a priority it seems to be for you. 

This lack of focus is also reflected in Colin Nicol’s introduction where there is no 

reference to the need to decarbonise nor the underlying reason for it; climate 

protection.  

OREF feel this illustrates a blind spot and we are left thinking that you are reacting to 

change, but without necessarily understanding why that change is happening. There 

is reference to change being driven by technology which is in part a reason, but you 

seem to be missing the bigger point. We would suggest this needs to be addressed.  

Whether this needs to be a 4th category of ‘Climate’ or ‘Carbon’ should be 

considered. (Note too that sustainability is missing from the triangles in Fig 2., there 

 
1 https://www.ssen-transmission.co.uk/media/2410/ssen_transition_to_dno_final_10thnov_pgs.pdf 
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is no reference to the environment/CO2 emissions in ‘Our Story in Numbers’ on page 

6.) 

• There is also a big stress on efficiency in your principles. Personally, OREF believe 

your efficiency is your problem not ours. If you are inefficient your costs will go up 

excessively, you will become uncompetitive and customers will seek service 

elsewhere. So being efficient is not something we regard as a principle that needs 

stating any more than we regard being law abiding as needing to be explicitly 

mentioned. They are both givens. 

 

• OREF would also point out that cost is not the main item of concern to consumers. 

BEIS’ WAVE222 survey shows that concern over bills at a historic low. People are 

more worried about reliability, so it would be inappropriate if the only drive you have 

is cost. The constant refrain in the document about reducing costs is therefore 

suggestive of a misplaced focus. More effort on enabling the changes coming and on 

maintaining and improving the network is needed rather than just cost saving. 

 

• Notwithstanding the above criticisms; there is merit in Principle 5 where you seek to 

unlock local solutions.  

Our aim is to remove any barriers and empower local solutions in a way that 

benefits the whole system to reduce losses, improve network utilisation, 

decarbonise and provide economic stimulus. We will work with other actors in 

flexibility markets to allow this aspiration to become a reality. 

OREF would welcome a return to this approach. It seemed to be an underlying 

principle in the past, however there is a feeling locally that this has been lost in recent 

years and it is sorely missed. 

In terms of prioritisation: All the principles listed are worthy and it is hard to place one above 

others although we would place cost last. OREF believe you will get furthest by better 

working with the community and would therefore not leave that to 5. However if all have 

equal weighting then its position is not important. 

General comments: 
A. Telecommunication. This features as a dotted line within Figure 1, but SSEN has 

been remarkably reluctant to seek to provide that service in its infrastructure. 

Repeated questioning of staff, and indeed having the matter raised several times at 

Holyrood, has failed to see positive engagement by SSEN on this topic. The point 

being that there are opportunities to install fibre either within submarine cables that 

are about to be laid in Orkney that will aid communication within the county. You 

failed to do it in the cable to Westray. It is not clear that it has yet to become the 

standard specification in new cables. There appears to be few reasons why not. 

 

B. Electric Vehicles. OREF is pleased to see your document does not perpetuate the 

myth that EVs will add massively to peak demand. The 5GW quoted is more 

manageable than the 30GW picked up on by the less informed media.  

 

 
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/634723/pat-wave-22-
summary-report.pdf 
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However this will require more interaction with the loads in households than at 

present which increases the need to speed up the smart-mater roll out. There will 

need to be better cross industry working to make this happen efficiently. 

 

OREF would welcome the opportunity to better engage with SSEN on EVs. 

 

C. Collaboration: The statement on page 12 that’ ….. and will require collaboration 

between stakeholders, which traditionally may not have worked closely together.’ is 

very accurate. Not only will this be needed among those you have not worked with, 

you will also need to work with some across the internally imposed operating 

strictures dictated by OFGEM. As users it is tiresome to be repeatedly told ‘ah that 

isn’t us, that is another bit of SSE’. That is something you are going to have to 

change, and that will probably require change in OFGEM. OREF detects an interest 

in this being challenged by SSEN and would support you helping customers in this 

respect. 

In terms of how SSEN can support new technology models (Pg 12); It is OREF’s 

opinion that you are going to need to be more willing to be flexible and listen to your 

customers. Orkney feels that its needs have been largely ignored of late and that SSEN 

routinely displays a high-handed approach to grid related matters. You have not made many 

friends with this approach and you are going to need to change if you really want to 

collaborate. 

There may, however, be a conflict with the desire to standardise and Principle 5 of 

‘empowering local solutions’. OREF would strongly recommend that there needs to be a 

means by which standardisation can be used to bring up levels to the median, but 

opportunities to develop innovations and future proofing should not be held back. This will 

require finesse. 

The statement on page 15 of ‘making investment ahead of time’ would be a very welcome 

outcome. Orkney has found this to be far from the present approach, but would welcome it.  

Although Orkney has seen remarkable progress with the delivery of renewables this has 

almost entirely been due to making the most pre-existing of slack in the system. There has 

been little investment ahead of need of late and as a result progress has been halted and 

plans compromised. Orkney would like to return to a state where its input was seen as 

complementary and helpful. 

Should one function be prioritised? (Pg 16) No. Not especially. They are all important and 

provided they are all given sufficient weight then they can all be of comparable weight. 

Barriers for peer to peer work? (Pg 28) It is important that there is an ability to evolve the 

contracted positions over time, possibly involving some compulsion if there are blockages. 

So as an example there is a direct blockage in Orkney caused by the contracted positions 

established during the construction of the ANM. Those joining the AMN early have better 

contracts than those joining later. This means that they have an individual position to defend 

and an obligation to do so placed on them by their financiers, even when they can see there 

is a more cooperative stance to be taken. Had everybody been on the same contract terms 

then there would be more opportunity for everybody to move position as one. In the case of 

Orkney this is leading to the ludicrous position where there is an absolute prohibition on any 

new connection to the network, even if the new connection would only need a few kW for a 

few seconds to use the grid to provide balancing. The upshot of which is that innovation is 

being stifled and excessive cost introduced. 



These issues were not foreseen when the ANM was created, but they are now an 

impediment to progress; an impediment that no-one seems able to move. 

Note: There may be a solution to this problem on page 20 when it says: 

Additionally, to optimise the network and its capacity, it will be necessary to change planning 

standards to allow connections based on recorded network power flows rather than 

contracted capacities. This is particularly relevant when there is a high level of generation 

with a variable export profile. Adopting this new approach could enable additional 

connections before reinforcement is required. 

It may therefore be better to allow some connections, but at punitive rates when used rather 

than the sledgehammer approach of an outright ban as at present. 

OREF would propose that when the ANM is further rolled out that the conditions to allow 

membership are more uniform than at present. Additionally OREF would suggest that the 

existing rules for the Orkney ANM be re-visited to see if they need alteration in the light of 

the new approach. (This may impact on the 2018-19 action. Pg 35)  

OREF recognises that the statements on Page 24 are accurate and that additional 

generation was able to be connected. But this was as a result of work done in 2009… now 9 

years ago. The text also does not mention the complete prohibition of additional connection 

that was imposed unilaterally in 2014 (?). So whilst the initiative was welcome, there is a risk 

of sitting back on your laurels and failing to continue to innovate and allow innovation. 

Orkney is keen to see the atmosphere restored whereby the county was seen as a hot bed 

of innovation rather than just a pain in SSEN’s neck. 

Note: In the section on Flexible Connections (Pg 24) there is once again a single focus on 

cost reduction. 

Going forward we will continue to develop the range of flexible connections we offer and will 

continue to focus on cost reduction. 

The point was made earlier that a more holistic approach is really needed seeing the value 

in the decarbonisation and local empowerment rather than purely upon cost. 

How to avoid leaving people behind? (Pg 31) SSEN needs to get much better at 

engaging with the communities it serves. This consultation was only found about by 

accident. It contains reference to 3 other consultations all of which would be of interest, but 

which have received no publicity. SSEN is well aware of community organisations such as 

the Orkney Renewable Energy Forum, but as far as we can discern there has been no 

attempted contact with us. Additionally there are generators on Orkney who have similarly 

not been informed that this is going on. So all in all your outreach has been extremely 

lacking in Orkney; OREF cannot comment on how much better it has been elsewhere. 

Orkney would welcome better engagement with SSEN than has been evident of late. 

 

Are there other commitments you should be making? (Pg 36) 

OREF notes that there are no commitments to better engage with communities. This might 

be regarded as a ‘given’ however failing to express it may lead to it being overlooked. From 

OREF’s perspective there feels as thought there is so much room for improvement that 

some commitment to both speak and listen to local communities is needed. 



Finally: 
 

Whilst the points made above are generally of a negative tone; OREF would wish to remind 

the authors of the remarkable progress made. Renewables were not on the mainstream 

agenda when OREF was formed and the progress being made to decarbonise the power 

sector now has been achieved mainly due to the decisions taken 10 or more years ago. 

OREF therefore wants to find ways to return to a state of open and imaginative dialogue that 

pervaded the county at that time. 

For Orkney to achieve its decarbonising potential it needs the active, willing and enthusiastic 

engagement of its system operator in all its parts. We see this consultation as a hopeful and 

useful step towards that and we remain keen to discuss this further. 

 

Yours sincerely 

 

 

OREF Chair 


