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Structure

> Introduction to Citizens Advice Scotland and Local 
Energy Scotland

> Background on heating oil and buying models

> Overview of CAS research findings and 
recommendations

> Applying the research: advice on setting up and 
running an oil club

> Presentation from Kenneth Knott, founder of West 
Glenmoriston Community Oil Group 

> Q&A session



Key CAS Energy                  
Work streams 

> Vulnerability

> Fuel poverty 

> Energy efficiency

> Energy retail

> Networks and infrastructure

> Future consumers

> Heat – unregulated fuels/markets

> Rural and off-gas – electric heating etc.



CAS Research 2017-18



Local Energy Scotland –
Local Energy Plans

> Part of the Delivering Community Benefit from 
Civic Energy (COBEN) project that is being 
delivered through Local Energy Scotland (link)

> The four locations are: Brae (Shetland 
Islands), Drumnadrochit (Inverness), Barra and 
Vatersay (Western Isles) and Oban (Argyll).

> Promotion of oil clubs identified in each of the four 
local energy plans developed in 2018.

https://www.localenergy.scot/what-is-local-energy/local-energy-plans/
https://www.localenergy.scot/what-is-local-energy/local-energy-plans/brae-local-energy-plan/
https://www.localenergy.scot/what-is-local-energy/local-energy-plans/drumnadrochit-local-energy-plan/
https://www.localenergy.scot/what-is-local-energy/local-energy-plans/barra-and-vatersay-local-energy-plan/
https://www.localenergy.scot/what-is-local-energy/local-energy-plans/oban-local-energy-plan/


Heating Oil in Scotland

> Unregulated.

> Used in 6% of Scottish homes (143,000 
households). Used in 25% of Highland homes.

> Second most common off-gas fuel after electric 
heating.

> Volatile prices.

> Regional variation.

> Significant increase in fuel poverty rates – 26% 
(2016) to 40% (2017).

> 91% of homes in EPC Band D or worse.



A Volatile Market

Retail Prices Index – 1000 litres 
average



Following crude prices

Crude oil and heating oil prices 2008-2017 –
BEIS annual price data 



Fuel Poverty 
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Oil Buying Clubs

> Discount negotiated on bulk order for 
community.

> Types: Community, supplier, online, oil 
ring. 

> Benefits. Collective buying power; fewer 
deliveries; community cohesion; buying 
habits.

> Barriers. Administrative; coordination; 
supplier capacity; customer loyalty; houses 
too dispersed.



Online buying models

> Websites such as BoilerJuice, Cheapest Oil, Value 
Oils provide some comparison. Online portals 
include theheatingoilclub.co.uk and oil-club.co.uk.

➢ Online portals can be useful for checking prices 
and ease of ordering.

➢ However these models only include only include 
participating suppliers, not all parts of Scotland 
are covered, and online clubs don’t benefit from 
community negotiation/relationships with 
suppliers.

➢ Lack of local representative to answer questions 
and issue of digitally excluded.



The Northern Irish 
Experience

> 68% of households on heating oil.

> Reliance by some on expensive 20 litre drums.

> Different payment models – oil stamp schemes, 
payment plans, pre-payment schemes, pay-as-
you-go. 

> A weekly benchmark from the Consumer Council 
for Northern Ireland.

> Bryson Energy – a facilitator for oil clubs, 27 clubs 
set up with 4,800 members, claims an average 
saving of 9% for 500 litre orders. 



Policy Background

> Office of Fair Trading Investigation (2011) 
Four suppliers to be competitive. Prices linked to 
crude oil.

> Highlands and Islands Enterprise found 10-
40% higher living costs in remote rural Scotland 
than the rest of the UK (2013).

> Rural Fuel Poverty Taskforce 
Recommendation (2016) “The Scottish 
Government should promote, support through 
advice line information and grant incentivise 
collective buying clubs for domestic oil and LPG.” 

> Collective switching. One Big Switch etc.



Our Research

Why? Rural Fuel Poverty Taskforce, lack of 
research, CAB recommendation.

Where. Nairn, Badenoch and Strathspey, Skye 
and Lochalsh, East and Central Sutherland CABs

Methodology:

> Price Quotes

> Survey 

Contact to existing oil clubs: 

> Muthill; Kirkhill and Bunchrew (W of Inverness); 
Seaboard (Ross and Cromarty); Brora (Sutherland -
supplier club); Skye (supplier club); Minginish (Skye) 



Regional Variation and Volatility

Average price for 1000 litres of heating oil 
excluding VAT



Oil Club Savings

Maximum saving identified during November 2017-
December 2018 research period. Comparison between 
10,000 litres, shared between 20 households, with 
individual 500 litre prices.

Badenoch and

Strathspey

East and

Central

Sutherland

Skye and

Lochalsh

Nairn

Cost saving

per household

£47.50 £15 £46.30 £53.35

Percentage

saving per

household

17% 6% 16% 20%

Badenoch and

Strathspey

East and

Central

Sutherland

Skye and

Lochalsh

Nairn

Cost saving

per household

£46 £30 £55 £39.90

Percentage

saving per

household

9% 6% 10% 8%

10,000 litres shared between 10 households compared with 
1,000 litre prices.



Oil Club Savings

“I don’t think they would ever really be successful 
until significant savings would be available.

“I’ve used them with no problem and always found 
them to be much cheaper.” 

Reasons given for not shopping around

> a belief that they have achieved the cheapest 
price available

> lack of savings 
> lack of time
> payment plans
> preference for a trusted supplier 
> credit with a current supplier
> the quality of oil provided



Competition 

> Office of Fair Trading definition – four suppliers 
needed to be competitive. 

> Skye had two suppliers and for delivery volumes 
below 700 litres, only one supplier. Minimum 
delivery volume is typically 500 litres. 

> 4-6 suppliers were identified that would deliver to 
the other regions chosen. 



Community Cohesion



Administration 

“It would take someone to organise and run it. 
People are very busy.”

> Initial set up 

> Syncing usage

> Volunteer time

> Time requirements – typically an hour to 
five hours per month. One larger club 
suggested forty hours.

> Facebook, email, MailChimp and phone 
used. 

> Additional support e.g. estate factors



Information and awareness

“Not sure how an oil buying club works.” 

“Reminds me to order [and] informs me of updated 
prices.” 

> Although most people surveyed had heard of oil-
buying clubs, a sizeable minority (36%) had not.

> One existing oil club coordinator developed their 
own information leaflets.

> Theft concerns

> Need for clubs to be GDPR compliant.



Number of deliveries

➢ Single track roads.

➢ If 10 houses are ordering then the number of 
deliveries could be reduced from 10 to 1.

➢ Decreased emissions.

➢ Improved safety e.g. for children/cyclists.



Finance

> Oil clubs can require upfront payment which is not 
always possible for those on payment plans with 
an existing supplier.

> “We would like to help everyone but the oil club 
does not allow for people to pay monthly, they 
have to pay their bill when it comes and this can 
be several hundred pounds.”

> Suppliers should allow oil club orders to be divided 
over several months. Also a possible role for Credit 
Unions.



Additional Benefits

“[A club could] check older people have oil for 
heating.‟

“It may lead to other saving initiatives (best tariff for 
electricity, broadband etc) and people become more 
informed about these issues but it will still rely on 
people doing the work to run the club.‟

Ideas from survey responses:
> Saving on electricity or broadband
> People becoming better informed 
> Loyalty schemes 
> Coal or wood buying clubs 
> Boiler servicing 
> Help with energy efficiency  

> Limits to group buying of LPG



Case Study – Minginish Oil 
Club, Skye

> Serves 20 households.

> Coordinator negotiates prices, emails oil club 
members or uses the phone to contact those without 
the internet and arranges the delivery date.

“Regularly over the winter months, our orders can be 
in the region on 10,000 to 15,000 litres per month. 
On average we are saving roughly four to five pence 
per litre of oil through the club than if you were to 
be doing it off your own back.

“One lady said when she joined that in her first order 
she had saved around £120 on her order compared 
to previous months, which is substantial – especially 
if you are a pensioner.”



The Future of Heating Oil 

> Expectation to decrease as a fossil fuel.

> Decreasing support under Energy Company 
Obligation (ECO).

> Alternatives and limitations – biofuels/heat pumps.

> Need for a pathway to decarbonisation.



Advice for Oil Clubs

Keep a club local and work with local partners.

Keep size in mind. Large enough to be gain 
discounts. Can be harder to manage a larger group.

Setting up. Consider an initial set-up meeting, 
appoint a co-ordinator, agree notice period if they 
stop. 

Get equipped. Dedicated phone and email address. 

Be specific. Don’t just ask a supplier to ‘top up.’

Advertise. e.g. via church magazine, local council, 
village store or pub, Post Office, community group or 
local newspaper. Leaflet or set up face-to-face 
meetings.



Advice for Oil Clubs

Communicate well with members and 
suppliers. Leave enough time to reply. Warn 
suppliers about properties that are hard to deliver 
to and have full details.

Brokering with suppliers. Pre-arranged 
questions. Determine minimum delivery volume.

Get your timing right. Last minute orders are 
more expensive. Choose between timing the 
market and predictable dates.

Look out for more vulnerable people. Think 
about how to reach the elderly, isolated, or those 
who can’t access the internet.



Advice for Oil Clubs

Consider members’ financial welfare. Some 
suppliers offer payment plans to limit the upfront cost 
of heating oil. Also consider the role of Credit Unions.

Collaborate. keep in contact with other successful 
clubs and share your experiences. If you’ve too many 
people it may be a good idea to encourage another 
community group to set up their own club.

Learn from your challenges. Ask for feedback 
from members, note it and you will be better 
prepared for future orders. Members might stop you 
in the street and ask for orders. Encourage them to 
put this in writing for ease of reference. 

Additional benefits. e.g. boiler servicing or basic 
energy efficiency measures, such as a draught 
proofing kit. 



Guides Available

> Citizens Advice, Action with Communities in 
Rural England, Federation of Petroleum 
Suppliers: Best Practice for Oil Buying 
Groups (link)

> Oilsave: Guidance for Communities on Local 
Oil Buying Groups (link) 

> Northern Ireland Housing Executive: Oil 
Buying Clubs (link) 

> Bryson Energy: Guidance Note – Setting up 
an Oil Club (link) 

https://www.citizensadvice.org.uk/Global/Migrated_Documents/corporate/pdf-cam-oc-buyingguide-2011.pdf
https://www.oilsave.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/guidance-for-small-buying-groups.pdf
https://www.nihe.gov.uk/oil_buying_club_leaflet_december_2013.pdf
http://www.brysonenergy.org/downloads/publications/How_to_Set_Up_an_Oil_Club_2013.pdf


Conclusions

> Heating oil price continues to be highly 
volatile 

> Saving money is increasingly important as    
prices rise

> Oil clubs can save households money, 
reduce number of deliveries and remind 
people to order 

> Some barriers exist  and clubs need to be 
better supported



Recommendations

> Payment plans to decrease upfront costs.

> Community organisations should facilitate 
communication between oil clubs and provide 
administrative support.

> Smaller delivery volumes for vulnerable 
consumers.

> Local strategies to consider wider benefits of oil 
clubs. 



Recommendations

> Local Heat and Energy Efficiency 
Strategies (LHEES) should identify and 
target support at areas where oil clubs 
could be viable. 

> The Scottish Government should develop 
an off-gas decarbonisation strategy. 

> Explore how regional prices can be 
published- as per the CCNI model. 



Additional Reading

link

https://www.cas.org.uk/system/files/publications/oil_buying_clubs_the_highland_experience.pdf
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