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But further work is needed. Government needs 
to be more proactive about how it can use this 
rare opportunity to actively improve the delivery 
of help and assistance to fuel poor and vulnerable 
consumers in Great Britain.

Going door to door also offers a unique opportunity 
to access vulnerable customers that have been 
historically hard to reach. Consumer Focus urges 
that consideration be given to developing an extra 
help scheme for fuel poor and vulnerable customers 
that could include a package of measures that 
delivers suppliers existing social and environmental 
obligations much more cost effectively. The 
timescales for rollout and the Energy Company 
Obligation for example could allow for some 
synergies.  Southern Water is reportedly trialling 
this kind of approach as part of its Green Doctor 
scheme, alongside water meter installation.

The rollout of effectively a new national 
communications infrastructure which is needed 
for smart metering could also facilitate digital 
inclusion, and help to promote tele-healthcare 
services that could enable elderly or the long-term 
sick to live independently in their homes for longer. 
But this will only happen if the right technologies 
and standards are selected. All of this requires a 
joined-up approach not just within DECC but across 
Government. So far, no one Minister has yet taken 
the baton.

2012 is without a doubt a big year for British sport, 
but it is also a key year for decisions on smart 
metering. Rollout has the potential to radically 
change the energy retail market and customer’s role 
within it.  There is much talk about the Olympics’ 
legacy given its billion pound price tag. We need 
to ensure that the smart meter rollout at a cost 
in excess of £11bn also delivers enduring benefits, 
especially for those most in need in our society.
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Mike Jeram, UNISON

There can be little doubt that we need jobs in the 
UK.  Unemployment already stands at 2.62 million, 
the highest level for nearly 20 years.  Over 850,000 
people have been out of work for more than a year 
and there are one million young people out of work.
   
What’s more, things aren’t set to get better anytime 
soon.  To a large extent this is a consequence of 
the government’s austerity measures. Public sector 
job losses have now totalled around 290,000 since 
December 2009. According to the government’s 
Office for Budget Responsibility, these job losses 
are to be mopped up by an expanding private 
sector. However, between March and June this year 
public sector job losses have started to outweigh 
private sector job gains for the first time, just at 
the moment that the main phase of the spending 
cuts is about to hit.

So we need jobs, and we need them fast.  But that’s 
only half of the story.  The UK’s economic recovery, 
if it is to be sustainable, has to be based on decent 
jobs.  By that we mean jobs with decent wages that 
enable people to meet their living and housing costs 
and have a decent quality of life.  Jobs provided by 
employers that are committed to providing healthy 
and safe working practices, equal opportunities 
and staff development.  If you want to look at the 
roots of the current economic crisis an important 
start point is the dwindling number of decent jobs 
and decent employers, the deregulation of the 
labour market and the growing wage inequalities 
that pushed many into debt, forced to supplement 
their increasingly meagre wages with credit.  
   
In the mid 1970s the share of national output 
accruing to wage earners was nearly 65 per cent.  
That has now shrunk to as little as 53 per cent.

This trend has been exacerbated, and the economy 
further unbalanced, by the way in which the 
declining share of income going to wages is shared 
out.

Over a generation the wages of the bottom half of 
the working population have shrunk to 10 per cent 
of GDP, whist the top 1 per cent have seen a 50 per 
cent increase in their share.

Smart JobS: 
Will Smart meterS meaN more Skilled JobS aNd greater 
Job opportuNitieS?   

And whilst whilst GDP increased by 108 per cent 
between 1978 and 2008, the wages of middle 
income Britain grew by an average of just 56 per 
cent.
   
There are many reasons for this, including 
globalisation, de-industrialisation, technological 
change alongside flexible labour markets.  The 
main point is that if our economy and our workforce 
are to prosper and we are to avoid repeating the 
instability of the past, we need a new approach 
with decent jobs and decent employment as the 
policy priority.    

What’s this got to do with smart meters? 

Many agree that smart meters can, if combined 
with energy market reform and effective domestic 
energy efficiency measures, help to reduce fuel 
bills and carbon emissions.  Can they also be part 
of the solution to the economic crisis, and the need 
for more decent jobs?

The short answer is that yes they can.  This can 
be an important element of the green new deal 
in practice – addressing the interlinked problems 
of economic crisis, energy security and climate 
change.  Hundreds of jobs, including fitters working 
in the field, support jobs and managerial positions 
have already been created in smart meter pilots.  
This will rise massively as meters are installed in 
30 million households and businesses across the 
UK from 2014. 
 
But to ensure that these jobs are decent jobs will 
require a strong commitment from employers to a 
business model based on high quality work and a 
committed, well rewarded workforce.  Competition 
amongst the different providers must be on the 
basis of quality and not simply cost.  In short, decent 
companies, customer satisfaction and decent jobs.     
 
One of the early tests will be the way in which 
employers deal with their existing metering 
workforce.  We support the idea of a just transition 
for the workforce with retraining and redeployment, 
rather than firing older workers and hiring new 
workers on worse terms. 
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As a trade union representing members in this 
sector we are only too well aware that this could 
become a problem

UNISON has already won an employment tribunal 
against a company whose business model was to 
sack transferred staff and offer them a franchise 
contract where they would become self-employed 
meter readers.

What are the barriers?

Clearly there are huge logistical and infrastructure 
challenges.  Effective operational systems will be 
required to manage an incredibly complicated 
supply, fit and maintenance process.  One industry 
insider has recently suggested that there are as 
many as 20,000 potential problems that supply 
companies, installers and network staff could 
encounter. 

Ensuring the skills are in place to deliver this 
operation will be key.  This is one area where the 
government urgently needs to give a firmer steer.  
The coalition government’s approach to low carbon 
skills as part of its ‘Green Economy Roadmap’ 
has been disappointing.  Along with the TUC 
UNISON believes that government needs to display 
commitment across all departments, ministerial 
leadership, comprehensive planning and structure, 
urgency, resources and a willingness to intervene 
where there is market failure.   There are particular 
concerns regarding the loss of the Regional 
Development Agencies, the destabilised funding of 
Sector Skills Councils and the reduced role of the 
UK Commission for Employment and Skills.          

Above all we need a shared commitment from the 
companies involved and their workforce to deliver 
on the basis of quality, not just cost.  The barriers 
to achieving this have economic, political and 
cultural components.  This is at the heart of the 
current debate about a future economy, and the 
question about how we achieve decent companies 
and decent jobs.  We remain determined to play 
our part in overcoming these barriers, and hope 
employers and government are too.   

Image courtesy of www.detectenergy.com
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This report was commissioned to the NRFC by UNISON and coordinated by Connect Communications. Orion 
Innovations provided low carbon and energy sector knoweldge, insight and support in its delivery. Focus 
groups and stakeholder events were held throughout summer 2011, with thought-piece contributions 
submitted during autumn 2011.

Thanks must go to: DECC, NEA, Which?, Carillion, npower, Consumer Focus and UNISON for their support 
and valued contributions.

UNISON

UNISON is Britain and Europe's biggest public 
sector union with more than 1.3 million 
members. Our members are people working 
in the public services, for private contractors 
providing public services and in the essential 
utilities.

www.unison.org.uk  

Orion Innovations LLP

Orion Innovations’ analyst George Phillips 
coordinated the provision of research and 
insight for this paper. Orion Innovations is a 
specialist business consultancy that works with 
businesses and public sector organisations to 
realise commercial value from Smart Clean 
innovation in a resource constrained world.

www.orioninnovations.co.uk 


