Scotland faces urgent smart meter rollout as Radio Teleswitching Service ends
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The impending decommissioning of the Radio Teleswitching Service (RTS) poses significant challenges for Scottish energy consumers, particularly those in rural areas. As of March 8, 2023, over 160,000 households in Scotland remain dependent on this antiquated system, which utilises radio signals from BBC Radio 4 to manage electricity tariffs across various accounts, including the Total Heat Total Control from OVO and Economy 7 or 10 tariffs. In a landscape where energy prices are on the rise, this transition has become critical not only for the comfort of households but also for safeguarding against escalating costs.
RTS meters, which have served their purpose since the 1980s, will fall out of service as the BBC moves towards digital broadcasting, rendering the long-wave frequency obsolete. This makes it imperative for consumers with RTS meters to upgrade to smart meters, which offer enhanced benefits, including automatic reading submissions and the ability to monitor energy usage in real-time. However, adopting smart meter technology has proven sluggish in Scotland, with just 43% of domestic electricity meters classified as smart, significantly lower than the broader UK average. In some areas, such as the Shetland Isles, coverage is alarmingly low, with rates as little as 10%.
Identifying whether a household has an RTS meter is crucial. Consumers should look for signs such as automatic switching between tariff rates or the presence of a device labelled ‘Radio Teleswitch’ near their meter. Those uncertain about their meter type are advised to contact their energy supplier for clarification. The transition to smart meters is not just a technical upgrade, but a necessary step for many households, especially those relying on electric heating due to the lack of gas supplies in rural or high-rise settings.
The energy regulator Ofgem has issued warnings indicating that failure to upgrade RTS meters by the June 30, 2025 deadline could result in severe consequences, including loss of heating and hot water. Upgrading to smart meters will help alleviate these risks and may also lead to access to more competitive tarieven. Yet, the prospect of upgrading has not come without concerns; issues around data privacy and the reliability of smart meters have been raised by consumers worried about surveillance and billing inaccuracies.
Beyond individual households, the Scottish Government has taken measures to ensure that energy suppliers are prioritising the replacement of RTS meters to mitigate service disruptions. Reports suggest that approximately 250,000 properties in Scotland currently utilise RTS, which represents over a quarter of the UK's RTS-dependent households. Energy suppliers are urged to communicate proactively with customers to arrange the necessary upgrades ahead of the impending service shutdown.
Moreover, as the transition unfolds, various stakeholders, including housing associations, are highlighting the implications for tenants in properties reliant on electric heating. The Scottish Federation of Housing Associations has emphasized the urgency of timely upgrades to avoid impacting tenants' comfort—particularly vital for those in social and supportive housing settings. 
The slow rollout of smart meters in Scotland has been attributed to several factors, including technical challenges in remote areas where mobile signals are weak and the logistical hurdles of reaching isolated communities. In the face of these challenges, the industry remains engaged in discussions about potential temporary solutions, such as pre-programmed smart meters, to ensure no household is left vulnerable after the RTS is phased out.
As the decommissioning date approaches, it is clear that both the Scottish Government and energy suppliers must accelerate efforts to facilitate this transition. By actively upgrading systems and addressing consumer concerns, stakeholders can help ensure that Scottish households are not only compliant with the new regulations but also set up for a more sustainable and cost-effective energy future. 
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