
1 
STEPHEN FITZPATRICK 

ANDREW MARR SHOW 

10TH OCTOBER 2021 

STEPHEN FITZPATRICK 

((Please check against delivery (uncorrected 

copies)) 

AM: So far this autumn 12 of Britain’s energy companies have 

gone bankrupt but the big six are still standing firm, can they last? 

OVO Energy is the third largest with 4.5 million customers. Its 

founder, Stephen Fitzpatrick is with me. So a very straightforward 

question to start with: are you sure that you’re going to make it 

through this winter? 

SP: Yeah, we’ve been well hedged through the whole winter. 

We’ve been buying - 

AM: That means you’ve bought beforehand. 

SP: Hedging is buying ahead of time, yes. So we have about four 

and a half million customers in the UK. We’ve been buying power 

and gas for those customers going back to the start of last year. 

And we hedge in advance and unfortunately there are a lot of 

companies in the market that have sprung up quite recently; 

there’s been some great competition in the UK market, consumers 

have benefited, but I think over the last couple of years it’s 

become too easy to get into the energy market. It’s a very 

complicated industry and I think some people have 

underestimated some of the risks and how complicated it is. So 

there are unfortunately a lot of companies having a hard time, but 

there’s probably going to be more to come. 

 

AM: Well, I was going to ask you, what of the big six? If we have 

a really cold winter are you absolutely sure the big six can 

survive? 

SP: There are lots of different scenarios, and at the moment the 

big issue is not about the temperature and how cold it is, because 

we can look back in time and say this is how much energy we use 

at different temperatures and so on. The big uncertainty we’ve got 
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at the moment is around price, and as you’ve already discussed, 

prices are a thousand per cent already in 12 months. 

 

AM: Sorry, I want to come back to that original question: in those 

circumstances, those eye-wateringly high prices and no sign of 

them coming down, are the big six definitely, definitely going to 

survive? 

SP: Andrew, nobody comes on television and says that they’re 

absolutely definitely anything. What I can tell you is that there are 

some energy companies that have not been well hedged, not been 

well run, and they’re suffering, and I think for most of the larger 

energy companies they’ve been through this before. In the very 

first year that OVO (??) energy prices doubled in the first six 

months. So we have been through this sort of thing before. 

 

AM: I guess the reason I’m pressing this is there’s a system called 

the supplier of last resort. If a big company goes down, then it 

passes to the next company and they pick up the customers and 

so on. If a really big company with millions of customers went 

down, would that system of last resort really be robust, resilient 

and reliable? 

SP: There’s also a backup system called special administration. 

AM: Is basically the government move in? 

SP: Yeah, Ofgem take over the running of the company. And I 

think, in terms of a very, very large system failure that that’s 

probably what would happen. 

 

AM: Because some of the energy analysts say that if a really big 

company goes, then that system in turn won’t really be robust 

enough, the government are going to have to put in quite a lot of 

money to keep the industry going. 

SP: The situation we face at the moment is that the price cap 

which we discussed is protecting consumers from this enormous 

and unprecedented spike in energy prices. Consumers are being 

protected, but at the moment if we buy gas and electricity in the 
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wholesale market energy companies are losing a lot of money for 

every unit they sell. So if a company were to go out of business 

and then another energy supplier takes over those customers and 

then has to buy that energy they’ll be selling at an enormous loss. 

 

AM: So that’s a huge loss. So every time you expand it’s a loss. 

Because a lot of people think that your company might be looking 

at taking over Bulb.  

SP: So we are very focused right now on our customers. We’ve 

hedged well ahead and we’re hedging again into next summer and 

even into next winter. We’re ready to do what needs to be done. 

The way the sort of sort process works, Ofgem runs and auction 

and then appoints somebody to take over those customers. One 

thing I would say is that when we hear about no bailouts for the 

energy sector and so on, and the industry will have to take care 

this, what that really means is that the cost of the failed energy 

companies gets passed on to other consumers. It doesn’t just 

disappear. 

 

AM: It sounds to me as if you are not keen to take over Bulb this 

morning. 

SP: I would say we are looking at and preparing for lots of 

different - 

AM: But that might be one of them. 

SP: There’s a lot of different scenarios, and of course large energy 

companies and small energy companies right now, we’re all 

preparing for anything that might happen. 

 

AM: If a supplier with, say, more than one and a half million 

customers goes under, are you sure the last resort system works? 

SP: The biggest constraint will be around our ability to buy the gas 

and electricity in an open market. So there is a point where you 

need to buy so much gas and electricity for those customers, a 

million and a half, two million customers, and you’d be pushing 

the price up by buying in the market. And that’s where having a 
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longer period of time to manage that would be better. In any case 

I would say - the one thing to reassure everybody in terms of 

consumers, in the state of the world that we see at the moment 

there’s really nothing consumers need to worry about in terms of 

the lights going out this winter.  

AM: That’s not going to happen. 

SP: And then also because of the price cap they are protected 

from the worst of all of this.  

 

AM: In the end is taxpayers’ money going to be needed to keep 

the energy supply system working? 

SP: So when you look at whether it’s taxpayers or consumers’ 

money, there is going to need to be a higher price to paid for 

energy over time. I think probably what’s best for consumers is to 

see that smoothed out. It’s not that we can somehow subsidise or 

make energy cheaper, but it’s a good idea for that to be smoothed 

out so households can prepare for it. If you talk about the 

consumers paying, that that really means is that everybody’s 

paying the same, and what that means is lower income 

households end up paying a disproportionately high amount. If we 

pay for it through the tax system, which is a progressive system, 

wealthier parts of society end up paying more. So I think the one 

thing I like to say is that what we really need to see from 

government is for them to take a look at what’s going to happen 

in a cold weather scenario. We have really welcome policies, the 

household support scheme and there’s £500 million that was 

announced last week, but that really needs to be two or three 

times bigger to prepare for a cold winter scenario. 

 

AM: So up to now we’ve been talking about, as it were, individual 

consumers, households. What about the big energy intensive 

industries, the cement makers, the steelmakers? They’ve been in 

to see the government this week and they say cap for individuals, 

cap for us too, that’s what we need to survive. 
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SP: I’m not an expert on energy intensive industry energy policy, 

but I think there is only so much money to go around and we 

have to put the lowest income households first. After that, I’m 

sure we can have a discussion. 

 

AM: So is caps for industry a possible idea? 

SP: I think if you’re a large energy user you should be hedging for 

your demand ahead of time. And I think what we really need to 

look at more than the very, very short term impact - we’re going 

to be hosting Cop26 in three weeks’ time and we need a longer 

term energy policy and the ask for the government, as well as 

more support for lower income households, is that we really need 

to have an energy policy that’s going to span the next generation. 

It cannot be decided on a four-year electoral cycle. 

 

AM: There will be people watching, Stephen, who say your 

company had more than a billion pounds of turnover last year, it’s  

a really big company, why should the taxpayer help companies 

like yours? 

SP: So let’s be clear, we’re not asking for or expecting any 

taxpayer support and our revenues last year were four or five 

billion.  

AM: I’m so sorry, a mere two billion out.      

SP: Last year, I think the Covid experience last year was a really 

good example of just how far the energy industry has come and 

how much it’s changed, and very quickly we were able to work 

with government, with the regulator Ofgem, and come together 

and put in hundreds of millions of pounds of support for low 

income households. OVO alone put up £50 million of debt 

forgiveness and extra credit to make sure that they weren’t 

without power and gas during Covid. We need to work with 

government again and I think we need the Treasury - in fact one 

of the things I think we really, really need to start to look at is a 

dedicated department for energy and climate change. We used to 

have one and we no longer have a government department whose 
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job it is to help managed the energy transition. And it’s the 

biggest challenge we face in our time.  

 

AM: Stephen, it’s been absolutely gripping talking to you. Thanks 

so much for coming in. 

(ends) 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                       


