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What is a Community Oil Buying 
Group? 

If you live in an area that does not have mains 
gas then there is a good chance you heat your 
home with oil or liquid petroleum gas (LPG), 
which are more expensive. 
 

The higher cost can mean some households 
struggle to afford their heating bills. In order to 
manage the cost, lower income households 
may buy oil ‘little and often’, paying a premium 
for the smaller deliveries. 
 

One way of reducing the cost is to join a 
community oil buying group. The idea is 
simple: a group of people in the same area 
join together and order their heating oil in bulk; 
all members pay the same price per litre 
regardless of the size of their order. 
 

Unfortunately, if you use LPG it can prove 
difficult to set up a community buying group 
due to the fact there are relatively few 
suppliers and because contracts with multiple 
users can be more difficult to negotiate. 
However, with sufficient numbers and a little 
hard work it can be done. 
 

What are the benefits? 

Reduction in unit price - The main benefit of 
bulk buying oil is that the unit price per litre is 
lower. – this means that you pay less for your 
oil. Most oil distributors offer a reduction in 
quoted schedule prices for larger volumes as it 
reduces delivery costs. 
 

Same lower price for everyone - Not only 
are unit prices lower, but because all members 
of the group pay the same price, people who 
use less oil are not penalised with higher unit 
costs, which can be the case when ordering 
individually. 
 

 
Fewer goods vehicle movements - A cluster 
of properties receiving oil at the same time will 
reduce the number of tanker delivery journeys 
needed. This is a cheaper and more efficient 
way of working for the oil suppliers, better for 
the environment and safer for the community. 
 

Social cohesion - Local people working 
together for communal benefit can help to 
unify communities and be a good way of 
making new friends and acquaintances. 
 

Taking the first steps 

Ask around to see if there is already a 
community oil buying group in your area. 
Contact ACT or local community groups such 
as the Parish / Town Council and Village Hall 
Committee, to see if they know of an existing 
group which may want to take on new 
members or help you get started. 
 

All community oil buying groups need a 
coordinator, who is a volunteer, to administer 
and coordinate the oil order, so the group 
needs to be realistic about how much time can 
be devoted to the role. If possible, groups 
should also have a deputy coordinator, to 
cover for holidays, sickness etc. 
 

The larger the group, the more coordination 
time is needed but generally the larger the 
group the better the savings, and with more 
people involved the workload can be shared. 
The person setting up the initial meeting 
doesn’t have to end up as the coordinator! 
 
Consider carefully the area the group will 
cover. Generally it is best to keep it local 
within a village or group of nearby villages. 
However, if there are other groups nearby you 
might want to consider forming a syndicate, 
which will give you even greater purchasing 
power and potentially bigger savings. 

The aim of  this toolkit is to help a community to set up an oil buying group. 
Many communities in Cumbria are dependent on oil to heat their homes and 
by setting up a community oil buying group residents can save money on their 
bills. 

This toolkit explains what a community oil buying group is, how to set one up 
and what you need to consider as well as tips and ideas on how to run and 
manage your group when it is established. 
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Membership should be open to everyone in 
the area you’ve chosen, including community 
buildings such as village halls and churches, 
as well as local businesses and farms. 
 

As much as possible, the group should be 
uncomplicated and simple to operate. One 
way to do this is to use email as the preferred 
form of communication. This will make the job 
of communicating with those who do not have 
access to email, such as by phone or using a 
written order form, a much more manageable 
task for the coordinator. 
 

Sharing your idea with others 

Hold a meeting to find out if people are 
interested in forming an oil buying group. 
 

Consider which is the best time of day for the 
meeting – during the day so that older and 
retired people can attend or in the evening 
when people who work can come. 
 

Go to your Parish / Town Council, and other 
community groups and events, to spread the 
word. Try to get people who can’t attend to let 
you know if they are interested in joining so 
that you have a better idea of the number of 
possible members. 

Print flyers and leaflets and make sure that the 
oil buying group is open to all local people. 
Drop leaflets through all the doors, put notices 
up on village notice boards, in the village hall, 
pub, post office, shop and church. If there is a 
local newsletter or website, use these as well. 
 

If you want to cover a larger area then you 
might want to let local newspapers, other 
Parish / Town Councils, and local groups 
know about the scheme so they can spread 
the word as well. 
 

Choose a venue in a convenient place which 
can cope with a large meeting, such as the 
village hall, school, or local pub. If choosing 
the pub try to make sure that you can get a 
room or a quiet part of the pub otherwise it can 
be noisy and difficult to hold the meeting. 
 

If possible, invite someone from an existing 
community oil buying group to share their 
experience. 
 

If those present at the meeting decide to go 
ahead with the idea, try to appoint a 
coordinator or coordinators at the same time. 
The coordinator can then collect contact 
details of those who want to be part of the 
community oil buying group. 

Key components to a successful meeting: 
 

 Explain the idea of a community oil buying group clearly, how it will work and 

what the benefits will be. 

 Establish at the meeting who the coordinator will be and think about a deputy 

as well. 

 If possible, hear first-hand from an existing co-ordinator elsewhere, and 

encourage residents to ask them questions too. 

 Consider providing members with basic terms of reference i.e. what they can 
expect from the community oil buying group and what the group expects 
from members. If you aren’t able to do this before the meeting it can be 

discussed on the night. 

 Collect the names and contact details on an expression of interest form. 
Explain that you will hold this information securely and in compliance with 

the Data Protection Act. 
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Getting things moving 

After the meeting contact the people who have 
expressed an interest in joining and confirm 
that they still wish to form a community oil 
buying group. You should also publicise the 
results of the meeting so that those who were 
not able to attend can still join. 
 

Find out what the oil companies need to know 
when you place the order. This will help you 
get the right information from members and 
can be used to create a membership form. As 
well as contact details you’ll need to collect 
information about members properties and 
their oil tanks: see contacts checklist (page 5). 
 

Aga and Rayburn users are recommended to 
have an additive combined with the fuel to 
conform to environmental regulations, so you’ll 
need to find out which members this applies to 
so that it can be added to orders. In most 
cases the additive can be ordered at the same 
time as the fuel. 
 

Depending on the size of the oil buying group 
there will be an agreed number of orders 
placed per year; large groups might order 
every two months but smaller ones could 
decide only to order once a quarter. 

 
The coordinator contacts members to ask if 
they need a delivery of oil and how much 
would they like to order. Members can order a 
fixed number of litres (usually a minimum of 
500 litres), or choose to “fill the tank”. In this 
case the coordinator needs an estimate of the 
likely quantity so they have an idea of the total 
volume when negotiating with suppliers. 
 

On or after delivery, the supplier will leave or 
send each member an invoice for their own oil. 
The invoice is payable direct to the supplier. 
The community oil buying group coordinator 
does not handle money and is not involved 
with invoicing and payments. 
 

It is really important that all bills are paid on 
time by members otherwise suppliers may 
refuse to quote for future group orders.  
 

It is always better to plan the deliveries 
throughout the year and try to avoid placing 
orders in December and January which are 
the most expensive months due to high 
demand. 
 

A set of handy checklists are included in this 
toolkit to ensure you don’t miss anything out 
when placing orders. 

The coordinator 

contacts members 

to inform them of 

their next order date 

and deadline 

Orders are received 

from members  

The coordinator 

combines members’ 

orders into a single 

group order 

Final order placed 
Preferred supplier 

chosen (usually 

based on price) 

Coordinator gets 

quotes from all 

suppliers to fulfil 

the order 

Members informed 

of delivery date, unit 

price and any other 

details 

Oil delivery takes 

place 

Members receive 

individual invoices 

for their order direct 

from suppliers 

Quick Guide to Community Oil Buying Process 
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Contacts checklist 

Set up a spreadsheet to record members’ contact and order details 
 
Use emails as the preferred form of communication where possible 
 
Set up an email account for the group, to keep communications 
separate from the coordinator’s personal emails 
 
For each order cycle, create a new email folder and spreadsheet tab 
 
Use the ‘blind copy’ function when sending emails to the group, to 
protect the privacy of members 
 
Remember to add new members or new contact details to both the 
spreadsheet and the email account contacts list 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ordering checklist 

Add new members to the master spreadsheet and email contacts list 
 
Contact all members to let them know the deadline for their next order 
 
Remember to contact any members no on email e.g. by phone, at home 
 
Collate orders on spreadsheet as they are received 
 
Confirm each order with the member (can be time consuming but worthwhile) 
 
Double check the final order spreadsheet against emails received 
 
Calculate the total order volume and number of delivery drops 
 
Once all orders received, contact oil suppliers for quotes 
 
Select winning quote on basis of price and / or any other considerations 
 
Contact members to confirm supplier, price and delivery date 
 
Send order details to supplier - Ask for confirmation of receipt and delivery date 
 
Keep members informed of any changes to delivery date or other issues 
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Other things to think about 

 It is not possible to know the discounted 
price before the bulk order is placed, so 
members cannot be advised of the exact 
price in advance. 

 Similarly the supplier will not be known in 
advance - usually the most competitive 
supplier on the day gets the order. 

 There is no obligation to buy oil through the 
group but once a commitment is made to 
purchase in any one order cycle, members 
are asked not to pull out as this may affect 
the price that everyone pays. 

 The co-operative is acting as an agent in 
placing the order on members’ behalf so the 
contract is between the member and the 
successful supplier; the co-ordinators 
cannot accept responsibility for anything that 
might go awry. 

 The coordinator will keep personal details of 
all members of the group, such as name; 
address; phone number; and email address. 
Members agree to their details being shared 
with the chosen oil supplier to enable them 
to make a delivery. The information should 
be treated as being under the Data 
Protection Act and should not be disclosed 
at any time to any other person. 

 

You may want to include these points in your 
group’s Terms of Reference so that every 
member is clear about the limits to what the 
group and the coordinator is able to do. 
 

 The main cost in setting up and running a 
community oil buying group is the volunteer 
coordinator’s time.  Your Parish / Town 
Council may be willing to help with the cost 
of printing leaflets, poster, membership 
forms etc. and holding an initial meeting. 

 

Sources of  further information 

If you’re starting a community oil buying group, 
or would like more information, please contact 
Hellen Aitken at ACT on Tel: 01228 817592 or 
Email: hellenaitken@cumbriaaction.org.uk 
 

 Daily oil prices: http://tinyurl.com/
BBCpriceofcrudeoil  

 Federation of Petroleum Suppliers: 
www.fpsonline.co.uk  

 Keeping your oil heating system running 
efficiently, economically and safely. Buying 
group guidance: www.oilsave.org.uk/oilwise 

 Information Commissioners guide on Data 
Protection: ico.org.uk/for-organisations/
guide-to-data-protection/ and self-
assessment tool: ico.org.uk/for-
organisations/register/self-assessment/ 

 ACT community oil buying groups Case 
Studies: www.cumbriaaction.org.uk/
ResourcesPublications/CaseStudies  

 ACT Affordable Warmth briefings - for You, 
Your Community, and Cumbria: 
www.cumbriaaction.org.uk/
ResourcesPublications/RuralBriefings 

 

Please note, Appendix A: Example 
Membership Form and Appendix B: Example 
Order Spreadsheet (Word and Excel versions) 
are available on request from ACT for you to 
use and amend as necessary. 
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Appendix A: Example membership form with terms & conditions: 

NAME Community Oil Buying Group 

Application for Membership 
 
Please complete clearly in CAPITAL LETTERS and return to name at address. If you need to provide 
more information than will fit in the box, please continue on the reverse or another sheet. Should you 
have any questions please contact name on telephone number or email. 
 

Full Name 
 
 

Address 
 
 
 

Post Code 
 

Telephone Number (Home) 
 
 

Telephone Number (Daytime / Mobile) 
 
 

Email Address 
 
 

Location of tank and details of any 
access restrictions, directions if your 
property is hard to find, and information 
a delivery driver would find useful such 
as if there are dogs on the property, 
where is best to park etc 

 

Tank Capacity (litres) 
 
 

Approx. Oil usage per annum (litres) 
 
 

 

I agree to the following terms of membership (please retain a copy for your own records): 

1. I give my consent for name community oil buying group (‘the group’) to negotiate prices, appoint a 
supplier and place orders on my behalf. This service is supplied by the group free of charge; I will pay 
only for the oil provided and no service charge will be added. 2. I agree that the supplier and price for 
each delivery will be made known to me after an order has been placed and cannot be determined in 
advance. 3. I understand that I am not obliged to place an order in each delivery cycle, and I remain 
free to make my own arrangements outside the group. I agree that I will not change or amend any 
order placed with the group after the deadline given by the coordinator or once a supplier has been 
appointed. 4. I agree that any order made by me via the group establishes a contract between me and 
the appointed supplier and that it is my responsibility to pay the supplier for all oil supplied to me. 
5. I agree that the group will have no liability with regard to any dispute over payment or any other 
matter that may arise between the supplier and me. I agree that any such dispute can result in my 
membership of the group being suspended until the dispute is resolved. 6. It is my responsibility to 
ensure that my order reaches the coordinator by the stated deadline, and to provide the coordinator 
with such information as they require to make an order on my behalf. I agree to advise the coordinator 
of any changes to my details in writing. 7. I give my consent for the coordinator to pass my personal 
details to the appointed supplier to enable them to make a delivery. 
 

Signature 
 
 
 

Date 
 
 

 


