
West Berkshire CAB : Oil Syndicate Survey

Ashampstead Oil Buying Group

Organiser: Caroline
Number of households in membership: 70

Background

This oil consortium was established in Ashamptead- a village 10 miles North East of Newbury-in  1997 with 8 members and has now grown to 70 members. It mainly covers the villages of Ashampstead and Aldworth with some members from Compton, Upper Basildon and Quick’s Green.  

Communicating with members

Caroline places three orders a year in February, July and November and she puts a notice in the monthly Parish Magazine :“The Leaflet,” stating when she will be placing an order. Most of her customers are regulars and will ring her if they want to order oil. Caroline keeps a spread-sheet with details of those customers wishing to order and sends the information to the chosen supplier. Caroline does not take each individual’s order, the oil company tops up the customer’s oil tank and then bills the customer. 
Caroline makes no administration charge for running the oil group as she says that she has few overheads since she gets free advertising space in the Parish magazine.
Minimum order and payment methods

Oil group members have to agree to order a minimum of 500L.The oil company tops up regular customers’ tanks and then sends them an invoice. If a new customer joins the group, then the oil company will ask for a first payment by credit card.

How suppliers are chosen 

Caroline rings round oil suppliers to ask them for their best price. Guaranteed delivery dates are important. She tends to avoid suppliers who insist on a minimum delivery for the whole group. Last year she had a bad experience with one supplier who failed to stick to the quoted price and increased it. Caroline believes that many oil companies were taking advantage of last winter’s severe weather to  hike prices. 

Prices

Last year the highest oil price was 67p per litre for the order in November 2010. The latest order made this year was priced at 55.8p litre.  When the oil group started in 1997, the cost of oil was 11.8p litre. 

Tops tips for setting up a consortium

· Keep things as simple as you can.

· It is important not to forget that by clubbing together and ordering oil through an oil syndicate, rural residents are greatly reducing the number of tanker journeys that have to be made through their villages. This is not only better for the environment; it also reduces the wear and tear on village roads.  During each delivery the oil company sends a 6-wheel tanker with a capacity of 17,000L. Depending on the orders, the tanker may stay for up to a week, refuelling at a nearby oil depot in Theale.
What legislative/ regulatory measures would make things better for oil consortia?

Caroline felt strongly that rural fuel issues were overlooked in debates on energy policy and pricing. Consumers who are on the mains gas grid have more protection than those reliant on alternative sources of fuel such as oil. For example, there is no energy regulator for fuel oil customers. Furthermore, there is no central syndicate from which oil clubs buy their fuel. Caroline thought that there should be the equivalent of an Oil Buyers Ombudsman.
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