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Barbara Vest was awarded 

an OBE in 2020 for services 

to the energy industry after 

nearly 30 years in the power 

sector. In January 2020 

Durham University also 

awarded Barbara an 

Honorary Doctor of Science 

degree for her support to 

Durham Energy Institute and 

our students. To mark these 

awards Barbara looks back 

over the transformations she 

has experienced in the 

electricity sector and asks 

what needs to be done to 

move towards a zero carbon 

future.  

 

 

Starting out – a new industry  

I entered the energy sector in 

1991 just after the seismic move 

from the Central Electricity 

Generating Board and months 

into the creation of the Electricity 

Pool. Quite radical for the UK to 

move from the more than 30 year 

system of central control to 

privatisation.  

 

There were two Pools in 

operation, one for England and 

Wales, one for Scotland.  Pool 

rules were established which set 

out the contractual arrangements 

between Generators and 

Suppliers.  Three companies 

PowerGen, National Power and 

eventually, after some debate 

regarding asset ownership, 

Nuclear Electric managed the 

generating assets within England 

and Wales. Twelve Regional 

Electricity Boards otherwise 

known as the Suppliers were 

created to manage electricity 

supplies to consumers in each of 

their regions.  The industry 

network was divided into 

Transmission, operated by 

National Grid, and to match the 

Regional Electricity Companies 

demarcation zones twelve 

Distribution Network Companies 

transporting electricity to homes 

and businesses. 

 

My first 10 years – amendments 

and shifts 

There is no such thing as a 

perfect model and so it was not 

long until a series of amendments 

and policy updates were proposed 

that would change the face of the 

newly created industry forever:   

• In 1994 we had the 

opening up of the supply market 

so that the Regional Electricity 

Companies could supply large 

industrial customers across the 

country amid huge back office IT 

system failures which would 

impact the market for many years 

to come;  

• Suppliers began bank 

rolling their own power stations 

and that move heralded the start 

of the ‘dash for gas’; 

• We witnessed a major 

regulatory intervention with the 

introduction of a pool price cap 

which generators were able to 



comply with;  

• The domestic supply 

market was opened in 1998.  New 

emerging industry codes and 

practices were notably ‘gold 

plated’ in order to avoid the errors 

of the initial 1994 liberalisation; 

• At this point Government 

and the industry regulator 

OFFER, grew impatient with their 

lack of control over the Electricity 

Pool contract and Minister of 

State for Trade and Industry John 

Battle MP told attendees at the 

annual Pool conference that the 

end was nigh and we were to 

support the development of New 

Electricity Trading Arrangements 

to be introduced in 2000.  Blast… 

and there was I recently elected to 

serve as a Pool Executive 

Committee member, something I 

viewed at the time as the pinnacle 

of my career. 

• Opportunity knocked 

however and I began to help 

shape the policy and regulatory 

framework that would replace the 

Pool Rules.  Happy days! 

 

Mid Term Developments – a 

new way of trading 

The introduction of the New 

Electricity Trading Arrangements 

was one of the most exciting 

periods to be involved in, but then 

haven’t they all.  We were 

trailblazers, watched by our 

European counterparts and 

around the world to see how our 

new approach would work, we 

were pushing the boundaries and 

modernising the rule book as we 

went along.  There were however 

several developments that we 

possibly should have explored a 

little further:   

• We extended the new 

trading arrangements policy into 

Scotland uniting the mainland at 

last.  This brought both benefits 

and complications.  Great if you 

were an advocate for Vertical 

Integration, which turned out to 

benefit Scottish and Southern.  

Difficult if you owned transmission 

network assets North or South of 

the border with respect to roles 

and responsibilities given that 

there was deemed to be room for 

only one System Operator.  

• We began to witness the 

emergence of new participants 

in the market, be that new 

Suppliers, Generators and a host 

of new organisations created to 

support the new market activities.  

I was elected by the industry to 

serve as Board and Panel 

member to contribute to the 

oversight of several of the new 

industry codes. All were playing a 

role but not necessarily playing to 

the same tune, which rather than 

glue the model together, in some 

circumstances created divisions 

and uncertainties. 

We also experienced some 

unexpected market exits 

including that of Enron for 

example.  Our regulator began to 

raise concerns about the cause of 

the exits and probed market 

liquidity, particularly the amount of 

traded electricity available to new 

entrants.  Enter discussions 

around the potential for 

mandatory Secure and Promote 

arrangements.  

• The changing generation 

mix of this decade and impact of 

Climate Change awareness: 

 An EU Emissions Trading 

Scheme was launched in 

2005, the Climate Change 

Act was introduced in 2008 

followed by a Carbon Price 

Floor in 2013; 

 Nuclear temporarily fell out of 

favour and then came back in 

again;  

 Coal clung on despite the 

dash for gas and the 

decimation of our mining 

industry, which impacted on a 

range of subsidiary 

businesses including Ports 

and Transport;  

 There was much stronger 

interest growing with respect 

to renewable energy.  The 

dawning of a very new age 

was on its way. 

 

2010 to Date 

This sector rarely stagnates.  I 

had witnessed sweeping changes 

in both previous decades but 

could never imagine the extent of 

the developments that were 

heading our way:      

• Industry began mapping 

out ideas for Electricity Market 

Reform under the guidance of the 

Department for Energy and 

Climate Change and the scheme 

 
All were playing a 

role but not necessarily 

playing to the same tune, 

which rather than glue the 

model together, in some 

circumstances created 

divisions and uncertainties.” 



now operates and is updated from 

within the Department for 

Business, Energy and Industrial 

Strategy.  We have witnessed 

several rounds of auctions for 

both Contracts for Difference and 

the Capacity Market.  Whilst the 

forecast was for the scheme to 

support the build of new gas fired 

power stations we have actually 

seen the successful build of 

Offshore Wind capacity, a boom 

in small embedded generation 

build, one nuclear power plant 

under construction and the 

gradual decline of coal fired 

capacity. This is all despite the 

fact that the Capacity Market 

arrangements suffered a 

temporary suspension during 

2017-19; 

• There have been many 

new entrants to both supply and 

generation, however we continue 

to go through periods of boom 

and bust.  Some due to poor 

management and rather thin 

business models, alongside a 

smattering of difficult market 

conditions.  It is only recently 

however that the much favoured 

‘Vertically Integrated’ model has 

begun to show that it has not 

been in several circumstances 

sustainable;   

• We witnessed several 

policy related decisions that have 

had a negative impact on 

progression towards our lower 

carbon targets.  One was the 

sudden loss of commitment to the 

program of developing Carbon 

Capture and Storage capability.  

An extremely last minute decision 

to withdraw support left many in 

the sector bewildered.  All was not 

lost however and under the new 

heading of Carbon Capture 

Utilisation and Storage 

developments have been 

resurrected recently and gaining 

in wide ranging support, not least 

from the Committee for Climate 

Change. Another negative policy 

turn-around was the loss of our 

zero carbon home target provided 

for within the Budget of 2013 for 

delivery by 2016 for new build 

homes;    

• We ended 2019 however 

on a high as several records were 

broken with clean energy sources 

outstripping fossil fuels for the first 

time.  

We shall definitely see more to 

come as investment in offshore 

wind and solar continues. 

 

What does the future hold for 

the Energy sector?   

Tomorrow’s world could be within 

our grasp however we need a 

huge commitment to look at 

solutions that tackle issues as 

a whole.  In addition we need to 

understand which issues have 

priority and interdependencies in 

order to ensure we pick the right 

winners.  We clearly have not got 

infinite resource, funding and, 

most importantly, time to waste.   

Data.  Who owns it? What is its 

value? Which organisations have 

the right to collect, manipulate or 

even sell it? These are questions 

affecting the energy sector just as 

much as other areas. We now 

acknowledge that it is important to 

our future but little is understood 

about what it could or should be 

used for, when, where and why. 

This subject emerging in a world 

where privacy becoming a moral 

and political issue. The Electricity 

Systems Catapult has studied this 

issue, recently publishing a report 

that makes for fascinating 

reading.  

A piecemeal approach to policies 

covering planning and building 

regulations may not provide 

answers that effectively and 

efficiently match our ambition.  

We require a cohesive 

approach to energy policy.  For 

example our building stock 

requires urgent attention to bring it 

up to a standard, otherwise the 

many Energy Efficiency measures 

we must adopt will simply result in 

waste and definitely not provide a 

National Grid and others 

celebrated 18 coal free 

electricity production days.  

We saw 87.9% of power 

from low carbon sources, 

with pollution from 

electricity generation falling 

to a low of 57 grams of 

CO2/kilowatt hour of power.   

 
We witnessed 

several policy related 

decisions that have had a 

negative impact on 

progression towards our 

lower carbon targets.  ” 
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solutions that tackle issues 

as a whole.   ” 



much needed reduction in energy 

consumption leading to reduced 

costs.   

For new build it is far cheaper to 

incorporate Energy Efficiency 

measures during the initial build 

phase. 

In addition we must consider our 

future approach to heating of 

homes and businesses with 

achievable opportunities provided 

from geothermal sources 

abundantly available below much 

of our existing housing stock.  

Government could centrally 

fund a National Energy 

Efficiency Programme alongside 

policies to facilitate the creation of 

an able-to-pay market to deliver 

benefits for the environment and 

warm homes and lower costs for 

customers.  

At the same time the Government 

should restrict the sale and new 

tenancy of properties below EPC 

band C from 2030, mandate the 

installation of a SMART meter as 

well as electric vehicle charging 

capability in order to support low 

carbon policy aspirations.   

Despite BrExit Europe will 

continue to contribute to overall 

energy requirements as power 

and gas flows across 

interconnectors in order to 

maintain security of supply.   

In addition in order to continue to 

increase our own low carbon 

generation we must extend 

opportunities for the lowest 

cost low-carbon technologies, 

such as onshore wind, to compete 

in the Contract for Difference 

auctions, as well as agreeing 

funding models for new nuclear 

projects and Carbon Capture 

usage and Storage. 

One important thread throughout 

this whole thought piece should 

be taken as a given.  That is: 

where costs should fall.  Who 

Pays?  We must ensure that we 

oversee a fair transition and that 

we provide adequate protection 

for those who are less able to 

engage in the wider energy 

market.  We cannot ignore the 

fact that those who require the 

most support can rely upon it. 

I look forward to reading the much 

expected Energy White Paper yet 

I am reminded that there have 

been many Energy Ministers in 

my time.  We must acknowledge 

that a five year Parliamentary 

term does not provide a 

framework for delivery of our long-

term energy needs with respect to 

investment and decarbonisation 

targets.  

As we face this Climate 

Emergency we need long term 

and sustainable cross party 

consensus rather than further 

expensive policy flip-flopping.    

How wonderful it would be to 

deliver a long term, agreed and 

ambitious program of works to 

COP26 later this year.  Working 

with the recommendations of the 

Committee on Climate Change 

and National Infrastructure 

Commission, is it possible that 

longer-term aims could be agreed 

by a Government and Opposition 

led collaboration with Treasury, 

Energy, Environment, Business 

and Health officials?    

Our energy future is bright, 

decentralised, fast paced and, 

because of a wide array of new 

players and processes, offers 

the consumer a much more 

active role going forward.  That 

has got to be a win:win for us 

all. 

Barbara Anne Vest OBE 

January 2020 
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