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Markets and customers

Discuss the questions with a partner. 

Can you switch your gas or electricity  
supplier in your country?
How easy is it to do? What would encourage  
you to do it, or prevent you from doing it?

Now decide how important the following  
factors would be if you wanted to switch  
your electricity and/or gas supplier.

The new supplier should: Very important Not so important

 1 offer a cheaper price than the current supplier.  

 2 guarantee security of supply.   

 3 supply both electricity and gas.   

 4 take care of all formalities regarding the changeover  
from the old to the new contract.   

 5 send clear and accurate bills.  

 6 offer the customer different ways of paying bills  
(direct debit, credit card, etc).   

 7 provide online services (e.g. for meter readings).   

 8 give advice on energy efficiency.   

 9 have a 24-hour helpline (call centre).   

 10 have offices in the same town as my home.   

•

•

14 | 
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UNIT 2   Markets and customers | 15

Work with a partner. How are these types of customer defined in the company you work for? 
Give examples for each one.

1 a residential/retail customer
2 a business customer
3 an industrial customer

Discuss the following questions about  
industrial customers.

1 What are the largest five industries in your 
country or region? Use those listed below to help 
you. What are their products? Who are their clients?

2 How are they supplied with power? Do some of them have their own power plants or are they 
supplied by other energy companies?

3 Which consume(s) the most energy? Rank them on a scale of 1–5 according to how much 
electricity they consume.

4 What do large industrial companies want from energy companies?

Paul Robben from AECP – the Association of European Chemical Producers – is talking to  
Anna Smith from the energy company ELEC. You are sitting in on the meeting.  
Listen and say whether the following statements are true or false.

1 AECP has established an energy procurement 
unit.

2 Its aim is to harmonize the terms under which it 
does business with its various suppliers.

3 AECP wants there to be one key account 
manager at ELEC.

4 A key issue for AECP is security of supply.
5 AECP expects its requirements to remain 

constant.

Listen again and complete notes for the minutes of the meeting under the following headings. 

 1  Members of AECP 

 2  Development of wholesale prices 

 3  AECP’s objectives 

 4  Forecasts on AECP’s future energy consumption 

 5  Next step 

11

2
4

audio

Industries
aluminium industry • chemical industry • steel industry • pharmaceutical industry •  
pulp and paper industry • plastic industry • textile industry • automotive industry •
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16 | UNIT 2   Markets and customers

These graphs show developments mentioned in exercise 2. What does each graph show?  
If you are not sure, listen to the dialogue again.

Match the statements that have the same meaning. Then decide which graph each pair refers to.

1 It’s going to grow. a It’s held steady.
2 It has remained stable. b It’s been volatile.
3 They’ve doubled. c We expect it to rise.
4 It has fluctuated. d There’s been a 100% increase.

Match the expression with each graph below. Add any expressions that you know.

33

44

55
decline • fall sharply • fluctuate • hit a low and then recover • remain stable •  
level off • fall back and then pick up again • peak and then fall back • increase steeply • 
rise steadily •

decline • fall sharply • fluctuate • hit a low and then recover • remain stable •  
level off • fall back and then pick up again • peak and then fall back • increase steeply • 
rise steadily •
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UNIT 2   Markets and customers | 17

This graph shows the development of the EEX electricity spot price in 2009. Continue the 
following description. Use expressions from exercises 4 and 5.

The graph shows the development of the 
EEX electricity spot price in 2009. The price 
started at …

Choose a graph describing a trend from 
your own company on a subject that you 
are familiar with. Present it to the other 
students. Use phrases from the box. 

Write sentences describing developments and consequences, using phrases from the right-hand 
column of the box.

1 a surge in the gas price/harsh winter

	

2 the economy picked up/increase in high-street spending

	

3 a reduction in turnover/cost-cutting programme

	

4 a power cut/collapse of the grid

	

5 consumers can choose their supplier/liberalization

	

6 the volatile political situation/uncertainty in the market

	

7 more wind farms have been built/financial support from the state

	

	

Now describe some developments and their consequences from your own company.

66

77

�/MWh

Jan Feb Mar Apr May Jun Jul Aug Sep Oct Nov Dec

describing trends, developments and consequences

The graph shows …
You can see here that …
This happened/occurred because …
We expected this change, but …
Although there was a fall/rise …

This led to …
This resulted in …
This was due to …
This happened as a result of …
This happened because of …

Energy_p014_021_FV.indd   17 27/11/08   09:47:45



18 | UNIT 2   Markets and customers

AECP and ELEC (see exercise 2) signed a contract about energy supply. But then Anna Smith 
received a phone call. Listen and decide which four statements describe the situation.

1 The weather has resulted in a crisis situation in the Netherlands.
2 The distribution network has gone down, but the transmission grid is unaffected.
3 The Dutch-German interconnector is out of action.
4 The problem has fortunately now been rectified.
5 Power is being fed in from France and Belgium.
6 There will be questions about liability and insurance.
7 AECP members may look for another supplier.

Complete this internal memo by Anna in a suitable way.

Match the expressions to the definitions.

1 circuit breaker

2 force majeure

3 power outage

4 power surge

5 substation

99
a a unit which increases or decreases voltage levels
b a sharp, temporary rise in current or voltage levels which can cause 

damage to electrical equipment
c equipment which protects electrical apparatus from a sharp rise in 

current levels by switching off electrical current automatically
d loss of electrical power to an area
e an unexpected or uncontrollable event; nobody is at fault or 

responsible for subsequent damage

a a unit which increases or decreases voltage levels
b a sharp, temporary rise in current or voltage levels which can cause 

damage to electrical equipment
c equipment which protects electrical apparatus from a sharp rise in 

current levels by switching off electrical current automatically
d loss of electrical power to an area
e an unexpected or uncontrollable event; nobody is at fault or 

responsible for subsequent damage

8
5

audio

did you know?

UCTE stands for the Union for the Co-ordination of Transmission of Electricity. The members of 
this association are the transmission systems operators in continental Europe stretching from 
Spain through to Poland and Greece. It ensures the synchronous operation of interconnected 
power systems. A similar organization, Nordel, exists in the countries of Scandinavia.

AECP crisis in Netherlands

Bad weather has disrupted supply to _____________________________________ . 

They are __________________________, and operating on ____________________ 

generators at present. __________________________ are working to resolve the 

situation, but AECP has brought up the issue of ____________________ and 

is talking about ______________________________ – even though it’s clearly a 

question of ______________________. 
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UNIT 2   Markets and customers | 19

Complete this letter of complaint from Paul Robben to Anna Smith with the expressions from  
the box.

1010

Before writing this letter • Dear Anna • He assured me • I look forward to hearing 
from you • I therefore suggest • May I remind you • I might add • We are extremely 
concerned • Yours sincerely •

Before writing this letter • Dear Anna • He assured me • I look forward to hearing 
from you • I therefore suggest • May I remind you • I might add • We are extremely 
concerned • Yours sincerely •

Association of European Chemical Producers
Energy Procurement Unit

Oranjeweg 118 • 3014 LA Rotterdam • Netherlands

Ms Anna Smith
ELEC International 
Business Sales Unit
Hohewall 34
D-10423 Berlin
Germany

10 April 20..

_____________________________________1

I was somewhat dismayed to find out that just three weeks after I had signed the purchase contract 

with ELEC for our organization there was a sudden and complete breakdown in electricity supply 

to two of our members’ production facilities in the Netherlands. _____________________________2 

that under the terms of our agreement ELEC is obliged to guarantee security of supply.

____________________________3 I spoke to one of ELEC´s engineers. He went into great technical 

detail about power surges and outages in the surrounding areas. _____________________________4 

that it was only due to our own circuit breakers that our plants were not severely damaged.  

_____________________________5 that his team was working around the clock to remedy the 

situation. He implied it was force majeure; this remains to be verified.

_____________________________6 about the situation and are questioning whether ELEC can 

supply power to all our production locations throughout Europe. 

_____________________________7 we meet to discuss this most unfortunate state of affairs. I 

propose this meeting should take place at our headquarters in Rotterdam next week on Tuesday, 

April 17th at 10.00 a.m.

_____________________________________8.

_____________________________________9, 

Dr. Paul Robben
Managing Director
AECP Energy Procurement Unit
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20 | UNIT 2   Markets and customers

Is there a lot of competition in your market? How difficult is it for new entrants to enter the 
market? What barriers do they face?

Write a reply to the letter on page 19 using phrases from the box.

If the crisis in the Netherlands happened to your company, how would it be resolved?

Work with a partner. Use the information in the Partner Files to do this role-play.

Paul phones Anna to talk about the agenda of their meeting. Prepare your roles and then role-play the 
telephone call. Use phrases for agreeing and disagreeing from page 8, and from the box below. 

 

Discuss with a partner which statement describes the market your company operates in.

1111

1212

Partner A File 2, p. 56
Partner B File 8, p. 57

PARTNER FILES
Partner A File 2, p. 56
Partner B File 8, p. 57

PARTNER FILES

1313
1

In our country we have a very  

regulated market. We and our 

competitors have to comply with a lot  

of rules and regulations when doing 

business and it’s quite difficult to  

do things independently.

2

Our market is very liberalized.  

It’s totally open to all players; companies 

offer gas and electricity at competitive 

prices to consumers and there is little 

state intervention.

replying to letters of complaint

I fully understand your concern but …
I would like to stress that …
These are circumstances beyond our control.
Nevertheless, …

We are taking this matter very seriously.
I would also like to assure you that …
We are making every effort to …
We are doing our utmost to …

dealing with a complaint

Giving assurance
I can assure you (that) …
You have my assurance (that) …
We’re doing all we can to …

Sticking to a position
I really must insist (that) …
Our position remains the same.
Look, …

Strong disagreement
I can’t accept that.
That’s not on.
That’s quite impossible.

OUTPUT
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UNIT 2   Markets and customers | 21

How do power companies view organizations which look after consumers’ interests?  
Read this Internet text about Energywatch in the UK and discuss the questions.

 over to you

Do you think such a watchdog agency is necessary? Give your reasons.
How do such organizations influence the overall strategy and policy of energy companies? 
Are energy companies forced by legislation to cap prices in your country? If so, outline how this  
is done.
Does the energy industry in your country have an organization which looks after the interests of 
power companies? If so, how does it do this?

•
•
•

•

OUTPUT

Energywatch, the former independent 
watchdog for gas and electricity 

consumers, has been merged into a new 
organization called Consumer Focus that 
looks after consumer interests. 

Consumer focus is for energy 
consumers what Greenpeace is for 
the environment – a campaign group 
that champions a better deal for people 
and promotes innovation for consumer 
benefit. It takes up complaints on behalf of 
consumers and has greater powers than its 
predecessors. It acts on behalf of vulnerable 
consumers who may feel exploited by 
powerful energy companies.

Consumer Focus employs 170 people 
and has a budget of £15 million. It is able 
to investigate consumer complaints that it 
feels will be of benefit to the public at large. 
It can also demand information from utility 
companies.

One of its priorities is to tackle the issue 
of fuel poverty in Britain. Fuel poverty is 
defined as a household that spends more 
than ten percent of its income on fuel. 
Utility companies are usually quick to pass 
on rises in fuel costs to their customers 

and Consumer Focus estimates that 
five million British households faced fuel 
poverty in the winter of 2008. Ed Mayo, 
the chief executive of Consumer Focus, 
says, “Customers across the country will 
be seriously worried about bills escalating 
through winter while the regulator (Ofgem) 
consults with industry. We urge energy 
companies to take action now by boosting 
their social tariffs.”

Although there are advantages to having 
one organization look after all consumer 
complaints, some people are worried that 
energy will not always be the priority of 
such a big organization. “Will Consumer 
Focus really be able to do anything about 
what foreign companies charge for fuel?” 
asked one worried consumer. “Wouldn’t 
Energywatch have been better at dealing 
with this kind of specific problem?” 

Ed Mayo does not agree. “As one 
organization, we take a more co-ordinated 
approach to tackling the issues that 
affect us all. We are able to engage more 
effectively with government, business and 
regulators and we have stronger powers 
and more teeth.” 

Energywatch merged into Consumer Focus
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