
 
 

  1 
 

  
 

The Consumer Council for Northern Ireland response to the Department for the Economy Energy 

Strategy Call for Evidence 

 

The Consumer Council  

 

1. The Consumer Council is a non-departmental public body (NDPB) established through the General 

Consumer Council (Northern Ireland) Order 1984. Our principal statutory duty is to promote and 

safeguard the interests of consumers in Northern Ireland. 

 

2. Whilst our statutory duties highlight four areas that we must pay particular regard to (consumers 

who are disabled or chronically sick; of pensionable age; with low incomes; or who reside in rural 

areas), one of the key objectives in our Corporate Plan 2016 – 2021 is “To Understand the Needs 

of Future Consumers and Sustainable Consumption”. Under this objective, The Consumer Council 

works for a sustainable future for consumers in Northern Ireland. We are committed to promoting 

responsible consumerism and encouraging consumers to change their behaviour to benefit them 

today and tomorrow. Our aim is to ensure consumers are provided with information, choice and 

value for money whilst the negative environmental impacts of the production and consumption 

of goods is minimised. 

  

3. The Consumer Council is committed to supporting the Department for the Economy (DfE) to 

develop the new energy strategy in the context of a UK target to reduce 100% of greenhouse gas 

emissions by 2050. We also welcome the opportunity to help DfE, the energy industry and 

Northern Ireland consumers deliver the changes required to implement the strategy.  

 

4. We welcome the opportunity to respond to the DfE Energy Strategy Call for Evidence (CfE). Our 

response contains four parts.  

 This main document sets out The Consumer Council response to sections three and four of 

the CfE, the Energy Transition in Northern Ireland and Energy Consumers; 

 Annex 1 includes the main findings from the YouGov survey of 500 Northern Ireland 

consumers on a range of issues set out in DfE’s CfE; 

 Annex 2 includes a copy of the report commissioned by The Consumer Council and produced 

by Carnatic Capital. This examines and provides evidence on Energy in Northern Ireland, 

Energy Efficiency, Power, Heat and Transport as well as other strategic considerations; and 

 Annex 3 contains a copy of the report “The Consumer Council looked at Discretionary income 

and living cost changes in Northern Ireland” that Cebr produced for The Consumer Council in 

April 2020. 

 

5. We ask DfE to consider the main document and the two annexes as The Consumer Council 

response to this CfE. Our staff are available to provide supporting information and to answer any 

queries about our response.  
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Call for Evidence – The Energy Transition in Northern Ireland and Energy Consumers 

 

9. Evidence suggests that public awareness on climate change has increased in recent years as well 

as the level of activism within particular demographics. We have seen how pre-election polls by 

YouGov found that in GB, “the environment” was the third most important issue for voters after 

Brexit and Health1. Furthermore, a LucidTalk poll2 in late 2019 indicated that 36% of adults in 

Northern Ireland claimed that climate change was an issue for them in influencing their vote for 

the election.  

 

10. The challenge is to ensure that DfE’s new Energy Strategy and the policies that will underpin the 

transition to a zero carbon energy system deliver for Northern Ireland consumers.  On this point 

we welcome DfE’s statement that “Ultimately the energy transition should be focused on 

benefiting energy consumers – both domestic and non-domestic.” 

 

11. In this section of The Consumer Council response we present evidence that supports the need for 

a consumer focused energy strategy and that helps inform what it should look like. 

 

Consumer Principles 

 

12. The Consumer Council, like many consumer and regulatory organisations, uses a set of eight core 

principles (Figure 1). The principles provide a framework for working out how particular issues or 

policies are likely to affect consumers, help identify key issues and risks, ask questions into 

consumer issues about service design and delivery, consumer impact and how services should 

look and feel to the consumer. The Consumer Council believes that the consumer principles 

framework can be an effective tool to help inform DfE’s analysis and decision making throughout 

the development and implementation of the Energy Strategy for Northern Ireland. 

 

Figure 1: Consumer Principles  

 

 

                                                           
1 https://yougov.co.uk/topics/politics/articles-reports/2019/11/07/which-issues-will-decide-general-election 
2 https://2514bea3-91c5-415b-a4d7-2b7f18f64d4f.filesusr.com/ugd/024943_994891b102a3483e9c4446312abf9ed6.pdf 
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5. The eight principles should be thought of as a set of reference points or prompts that can help 

identify key issues and ask questions into consumer issues that need to be investigated further. 

This approach ensures that the interests of all consumers are fully considered.  

 

6. Using a set of consumer principles can help shape consumer policy, consumer research and 

consumer engagement as they provide a lens by which to view consumer interest, and ensure 

regulators, business and policy-makers do not second-guess how consumers think and behave in 

Northern Ireland. 

 

7. In considering the consumer principles in policy making, we can see that the consumer interest is 

not always straightforward and can often involve making trade-offs and difficult judgement calls. 

However, they can help balance objectives and encourage transparency about what consumer 

issues need to be considered.  

 

Call for Evidence Questions 

 

Chapter 3 - The Energy Transition in Northern Ireland 

 

Question 5.  What are the unique characteristics of Northern Ireland that need to be considered 

in a net zero carbon energy transition?  

 

9. Socio economic indicators show that Northern Ireland is a more vulnerable society than the rest 

of the UK. Consumers in Northern Ireland are poorer, having around half the discretionary weekly 

spend as GB households, £119 compared to £218 UK average3. They are less financially resilient 

with lower financial capability, savings and wages (see Table 1). 

 

Table 1. Northern Ireland, A More Vulnerable Society 

Issue NI UK Difference Source 

Disability claimants (DLA or 

PIP) 

11.6% 5.7% +103% Calculated using DFC ONS 

and NISRA Statistics 

published in 2019 

No cash savings or savings 

under £5,000 

67% 57% +18% FCA 2017 – Financial Lives 

Survey 

(published 2018) 

No cash savings 16% 13% +23% FCA 2017 – Financial Lives 

Survey 

Over-indebtedness 20% 15% +33% FCA 2017 – Financial Lives 

Survey 

Low understanding of 

financial issues 

24% 17% +41% FCA 2017 – Financial Lives 

Survey 

                                                           
3 January 2020 Asda income tracker https://corporate.asda.com/newsroom/2020/02/21/asda-income-tracker-january-2020  

https://corporate.asda.com/newsroom/2020/02/21/asda-income-tracker-january-2020
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High confidence in managing 

money 

26% 37% -30% FCA 2017 – Financial Lives 

Survey 

Adults with low financial 

capability 

24% 17% +41% FCA 2017 – Financial Lives 

Survey 

People with no account 

(excluding post office card 

account) 

6% 3% +50% Family Resource Survey 

2017/2018 

Average Debt (for those with 

debts) 

£10,730 £9,570  +12% FCA 2017 – Financial Lives 

Survey 

Economically Inactive 25.8% 20.8% +24% NOMIS May – July 2019 

 

10. This position is echoed in The Consumer Council’s own Consumer Insight research4, which shows 

that half of Northern Ireland adults have £300 or less to spend after essential outgoings each 

month, with this figure significantly higher for C2DEs (59%), those not working (62%), those with 

an income of <£20,000 (68%), renters (69%) and those with a disability (62%). 

 

11. A more recent report from Cebr for The Consumer Council looked at discretionary income and 

living cost changes in Northern Ireland. We have listed below two of the main findings of the study: 

 

 The average weekly discretionary income of the lowest 25% of earners in Northern Ireland is 

-£8.69 a week. These households must therefore take out loans or use overdrafts to pay for 

essential goods and services. 

 A 10% rise in energy bills costs £1.02 per week for the poorest quartile, taking the average 

discretionary income deficit to -£9.71. 

 

12. The Consumer Council’s recent research on consumer experiences of electricity and gas 

prepayment meters continues to show this underlying societal vulnerability: 

 Nearly one in five consumers (19%) could not power their home in the last 12 months because 

they could not afford to top up and a third (32%) struggle at times to pay for their electricity; 

and 

 Around a third (33%) of natural gas consumers using a prepayment meter struggle at times to 

pay for their gas and around 20% could not heat their homes in the last 12 months because 

they could not afford to top up5.  

 

13. Northern Ireland’s specific financial and economic situation needs to be considered when 

developing an Energy Strategy for Northern Ireland. We need to consider how any costs will 

impact on households in Northern Ireland and ensure they do not carry an unfair or 

disproportionate financial burden. We must consider also how we can maximise the benefits for 

consumers from opportunities that the transition to zero carbon energy systems will provide. 

 

 

                                                           
4 Source: The Consumer Council Consumer Insight Survey, February 2019. 
5 Source: The Consumer Council Research on the Consumer Experiences of Electricity & Gas Prepayment Meters, July 2019.   
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Question 6.  Is your organisation undertaking or planning to undertake projects to support the 

energy transition?  If so, please provide further details. 

 

14. The Consumer Council’s role is to safeguard and represent the interests of Northern Ireland 

consumers during the transition to zero carbon energy systems, with particular regard to 

vulnerable consumers. Given the importance and magnitude of the transition, we envisage 

allocating a growing number of resources over the coming years to ensure we continue to fulfil 

our role in the area of energy.  

 

15. The Consumer Council energy budget is allocated on a yearly basis and therefore we can only plan 

a year ahead. Looking at 2020-2021 specifically, our Draft Forward Work Programme and Energy 

Business Case contain the following projects linked to the energy transition: 

 Empowering consumers during the energy transition - To support DfE in its new energy 

strategy work in engaging with consumers and developing information resources (eg. electric 

cars, solar panels etc.). This will help ensure Northern Ireland consumers are informed of the 

changes and choices ahead in the area of energy. 

 Representing consumers – We will develop consumer evidence to contribute to the 

development of the new Energy Strategy and Fuel Poverty strategy, and the policy and 

practical initiatives required to meet any targets contained therein. 

 Understanding the Needs of Future Consumers and Sustainable Consumption – Under this 

objective we plan to undertake the following projects: 

o Developing a Consumer Council Strategy for Future Consumers that provides a greater 

understanding of the needs of future consumers in Northern Ireland; 

o Mapping and evaluating the experience of consumers who have purchased or installed 

renewable and low carbon equipment such as PVP, heat pumps, electric vehicles and 

other; and 

o Carrying out research to explore the views, preferences and barriers of Northern Ireland 

consumers in respect of the energy transition.  

 

16. We look forward to collaborating with DfE and the energy industry in delivering these projects 

and we welcome the opportunity to discuss them in more detail. 

 

Chapter 4 - Energy Consumers 

 

Q7. How should we ensure that energy remains affordable for domestic consumers? What 

approach should be taken to eradicate fuel poverty? 

 

17. The evidence that we presented in points 13 to 15 and Table 1 of this response shows that 

Northern Ireland is a more vulnerable society than the rest of the UK. Therefore it is critically 

important to Northern Ireland consumers and businesses also, that energy remains affordable as 

we decarbonise our energy systems. 

 

18. On this point, we echo the objectives of The United Nations Sustainable Energy For All (SEFA) 

initiative that was launched in 2011. The idea behind SEFA is that climate change impacts the 
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vulnerable first, and worst6. SEFA set three interlinked objectives to be achieved by 2030. These 

are: 

 Ensure universal access to modern energy services; 

 Double the global rate of improvement in energy efficiency; and 

 Double the share of renewable energy in the global energy mix. 

 

19. The new energy strategy can help achieve the SEFA vision in Northern Ireland, but it is essential 

that the energy transition delivers best value to maximise its benefit to consumers. Fuel poverty 

levels here remain very high, therefore it is imperative that effective coordination exists between 

relevant Government departments, in particular DfE and the Department for Communities. This 

joined up approach must prioritise financial support and tailored information for the most 

vulnerable in our society to ensure they are not left behind in the energy transition. 

 

20. In terms of measures that will help ensure that energy is affordable for consumers during the 

transition, each of the areas of power, heat, transport and energy efficiency present unique 

challenges that will require tailor made solutions. Karthik Subramanya’s report for The Consumer 

Council, which we have included in Annex 2, provides a number of recommendations to tackle 

fuel poverty with policy interventions in the areas of energy efficiency, consumption and 

electrification of heat.   

 

21. We must point out also that during the transition, the meaning of “affordable energy” will evolve 

to account also for the investment required to buy new technologies, heating systems or vehicles 

as well as maintenance, repair or replacement costs. We have included below a few suggestions: 

 Future proofing new technologies – this will be particularly important in respect of heating; 

 Providing cost benefit analysis information of renewable technologies; 

 Adequate redress framework for renewable technologies; 

 Making energy efficiency of buildings central to the energy strategy, particularly for new 

buildings; 

 Provision of financial support to low income households; 

 Fair charging of transmission and distribution network costs; 

 Maximising the income potential of consumer owned assets such as batteries or small 

generation; 

 Availability of time of use electricity tariffs to domestic consumers that deliver cheaper prices 

during times of low demand; and 

 Development of an adequate zero carbon public transport network. 

 

Q9.  Is a strategic position of “enable and protect” the correct policy stance?  

a) What policies or schemes are needed to enable active consumers? 

b) What policies or schemes are needed to protect vulnerable consumers? 

 

22. The current legal and regulatory framework for electricity and natural gas in Northern Ireland is 

built on the principles of enabling and protecting consumers. The Utility Regulator and The 

Consumer Council are the two bodies designated to help deliver those objectives. 

 

                                                           
6 https://www.un.org/millenniumgoals/pdf/SEFA.pdf. 
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23. The Consumer Council has analysed the existing legal and regulatory framework for electricity and 

natural gas in Northern Ireland against our eight Consumer Principles to assess whether it enables 

and protects Northern Ireland consumers. 

 Access – energy consumers in Northern Ireland typically have access to all the services that 

they need.  

 Choice – energy consumers have adequate choice of heating system and or energy provider. 

 Safety/Quality – energy supply in Northern Ireland is delivered safely and it is of adequate 

quality.  

 Information – electricity and natural gas companies are required to provide adequate 

information to their customers. The Consumer Council complements this function providing 

independent information to energy consumers.   

 Fairness – special provisions and protection measures are in place for vulnerable energy 

consumers.  

 Representation – The Consumer Council provides a strong voice for Northern Ireland energy 

consumers.   

 Redress – The Consumer Council provides a free, independent and effective complaint process 

for energy consumers in Northern Ireland.  

 Education – The Consumer Council provides reliable comparative information about energy 

providers in relation to price, quality and other characteristics.   

 

24. Our analysis indicates that the electricity and natural gas consumer protection framework enables 

Northern Ireland consumers to make informed choices and provides adequate protection when 

things go wrong.  

 

25. The Consumer Council believes that a similar framework should be in place to enable and protect 

consumers in respect of the new services and technologies that will help deliver the energy 

transition. Consideration should be given to extending the powers of the Utility Regulator and The 

Consumer Council to ensure they can continue to provide adequate representation and protection 

to Northern Ireland energy consumers, in particular the most vulnerable. 

 

26. We have identified a number of policy areas of critical importance to energy consumers. These 

should be considered as part of the new energy strategy and include the following: 

 Ensuring UR’s strategic objectives are aligned with the new energy strategy, in particular in 

relation to promoting “the development and maintenance of an efficient, economic and co-

ordinated gas industry in Northern Ireland.7”  

 Adequate compliance, monitoring and enforcing processes; 

 Price protection; 

 Effective complaints framework;  

 Access to independent information and advice; and 

 Provision of financial assistance, and additional advice and support to vulnerable consumers. 

 

27. The Consumer Council believes that special consideration must be given to policies that protect 

vulnerable consumers and enable them to access new technologies and services. Currently 

household income is the main consideration to determine vulnerability under schemes that 

                                                           
7 https://www.uregni.gov.uk/market-overview-1 
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provide financial support for energy efficiency or renewable measures such as NISEP that can help 

deliver the energy transition and this is reflected in the eligibility criteria.  However, other factors 

such as rural location could be considered, particularly in relation to heat and transport where 

solutions appear less straightforward. 

 

28. As part of this review it is worth giving consideration to what being vulnerable means in Northern 

Ireland in 2020. This can help inform the development of suitable government or industry policies 

and schemes. Ofgem has done extensive work around the definition of vulnerability, and UR has 

produced its own definition of vulnerability that it intends to use for policy development and 

targeting. We have included it below: 

 

‘A consumer is deemed vulnerable when their personal characteristics or circumstances reduce 

their ability to engage effectively and achieve fair outcomes. A vulnerable consumer is significantly 

less able to protect or represent their interests and significantly more likely to suffer detrimental 

impacts on their health, wellbeing or finances’ 

 

Q10.  What types of advice and information are required by all consumers and what are the best 

mechanisms for facilitating this? 

 

29. The Consumer Council commissioned YouGov to undertake a survey of 500 Northern Ireland 

consumers in March 2020 on energy transition issues. The findings are included in Annex 1 of this 

document. Almost one in two (46%) of respondents indicated that “clear and independent 

information/advice” would make them more likely to consider energy efficiency measures or 

renewable energy for their household.  

 

30. The Consumer Council believes that Northern Ireland consumers would benefit from a one stop 

shop that provides a single access point to information about energy transition related services, 

equipment, consumer rights, support and advice as well financial assistance available. This type 

of approach8 can help deliver the following benefits for consumers during the energy transition: 

 Speed – helping achieve a “getting it right the first time” approach that delivers a faster and 

more efficient service. 

 Engagement – delivering a consumer focused service that helps improve communications 

with consumers and raise awareness about services available. 

 Responsive – able to meet consumer needs and expectations and having the flexibility to 

adapt to changes in demand. 

 Value – helping deliver value for money and focusing on consumer outcomes rather than 

processes. 

 Integration –to better coordinate existing information sources and service delivery points, and 

contribute to the creation of stronger stakeholder networks and partnerships. 

 Choice – will facilitate easier access to a wider range of services and information. 

 Experience – will help provide a professional and expert service that is able to deliver a second 

to none consumer experience. 

  

                                                           
8 https://www.pwc.com/gx/en/government-public-sector-research/pdf/one-stop-shop-2016.pdf 
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31. The Consumer Council would support the adoption of a consumer centric one stop shop for the 

provision of advice and support on energy transition information and advice based on the 

principles listed above, and is happy to assist with this work. 

 

Q13. What evidence can you provide that identifies the challenges and opportunities for NI energy 

consumers in decarbonising energy? 

 

32. The report included in Annex 2 of this response outlines a number of technical and economic 

challenges and opportunities for Northern Ireland in decarbonising energy. From a consumer 

perspective only, The Consumer Council believes that effective engagement represents the key 

challenge but also an opportunity for Northern Ireland consumers in the transition to zero carbon 

energy systems. Consumer buy-in is also essential for the successful development of the new 

energy strategy, in particular in the areas where industry only solutions are less clear such as 

heating and transport. 

 

33. Citizens will not truly buy into or take actions on decisions taken about them without their input. 

We need to make sure that we are not placing the burden of action and responsibility on 

consumers without including them in the design of the solutions. Furthermore, we need to 

recognise that consumers and households are dealing with many issues simultaneously, and 

having to prioritise many different demands on their time and their money. Therefore we must 

include consumers in the development of a strategy to make sure it will become part of their lives. 

 

34. There are numerous stated benefits to involving citizens in decision-making. The OECD9 outlines 

three key benefits:  

 Better public policy – public services will be developed based on the needs and context of 

local communities;  

 Greater trust – building relationships between citizens and the public sector by listening 

to the opinion of the community, and including that input into policy and service 

development fosters greater trust; and  

 Stronger democracy – the involvement of the community in the development of policy 

and services encourages both greater transparency and accountability in the public sector 

and more active civic participation among the public. 

 

35. We recommend adopting an approach to engagement and participation that empowers 

consumers and citizens to influence decisions that affect them. It goes beyond informing them of 

decisions that have already been made and puts them at the heart of the development process. 

The CfE is an excellent start, however the following approach should allow consumers to have a 

say in shaping zero carbon policies, encouraging them to be more invested in acting to make sure 

the right outcomes happen. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 OECD, 2001, Citizens as Partners: Information, Consultation and Public Participation in Policy-Making. Accessed at: 
https://www.internationalbudget.org/wp-content/uploads/Citizens-as-Partners-OECD-Handbook.pdf 

 

https://www.internationalbudget.org/wp-content/uploads/Citizens-as-Partners-OECD-Handbook.pdf
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Conclusion  

 

36. We welcome DfE’s extensive engagement with The Consumer Council and a wide range of 

stakeholders during the preparation and consultation period for this CfE. The Consumer Council 

is committed to supporting DfE in this approach as we recognise that the energy strategy cannot 

be developed in isolation to other Government strategies and policies.  

 

37. We urge DfE to continue working closely with colleagues in the Department for the Economy, 

Department for Infrastructure, Department for Communities and Department of Agriculture, 

Environment and Rural Affairs to coordinate work currently being done on the Energy Strategy, 

the Clean Energy Package and the Fuel Poverty Strategy, alongside Public Transport policy and the 

Environment Strategy. 

 

38. The Consumer Council is happy to work with DfE in the development of the strategy, in particular 

with any consumer engagement throughout the process. 

 

39. If you would like to discuss any aspect of this response please contact Sinéad Dynan, Director of 

Regulated Industries sinead.dynan@consumercouncil.org.uk . 

 

 

Consumer Council Contact: Sinéad Dynan  

Email: sinead.dynan@consumercouncil.org.uk  

Telephone: 028 9025 1636 

April 2020 

 

Enclosed 

Annex 1 Summary of YouGov Consumer Survey March 2020 

Annex 2 Cebr report for The Consumer Council “Discretionary income and living cost changes in 

Northern Ireland”, April 2020. 

Annex 3 Department for the Economy Energy Strategy Call for Evidence – A Report for The Consumer 

Council, Karthik Subramanya, Carnatic Capital Limited, April 2020. 
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Annex 1. YouGov Survey of Northern Ireland Consumer Views on Renewable Energy 
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Annex 2 Cebr report for The Consumer Council “Discretionary income and living cost changes in Northern Ireland” 
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Annex 3 A Report by Karhik Subramanya for The Consumer Council on the Deparment for the Economy Energy 

Strategy Call for Evidence (double click on the image to open the Report). 
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Executive Summary 
 

 

 

This report was commissioned by the Consumer Council to aid with the response to the Call for 
Evidence for Energy Strategy for Northern Ireland (NI), by the Department for Economy (DfE). In the 
light of the declaration of the Climate Emergency and the commitment of attaining NetZero Carbon 
emissions by 2050, the NI Energy Strategy is a critical exercise to create a tangible way forward to 
achieve these goals. 

This report looks at the key steps that can be taken to achieve these goals. They are: 
 

 

Energy Strategy’s Foundation Requirements 

The pace of change in technology and society is rapid, we support a 30 year vision, but there should 
be a number of 10 year strategies, with an opportunity to revise them mid way. NI should consider 
narrowing its strategic choices and depending on proven technologies. A single nodal delivery agency 
will give clarity and accountability to get the 2050 vision delivered. 

 

 

Energy Prices and Consumers 

Energy bills are a significant expense for NI consumers and this is a key area of concern for them. 
Wholesale prices are controlled globally, which are beyond the control of individual suppliers. Prices 
can be kept low by competition. However, consumers need to be actively engaged to switch to the 
best possible tariffs, need to consider auto switching for less engaged consumers. 

 

 

Energy Efficiency and Consumption 

Managing energy consumption through efficient buildings and increased used of technology 
including smart meters, smart thermostats and demand side response will be needed to keep 
bills down and help with the energy transition. Special attention will need to be paid to fuel poor 
consumers and ensure that they are always protected. 

 

 

Power in Northern Ireland 

Northern Ireland managed to produce 45% of its electricity from Renewable sources in 2019. In 
order to keep the momentum to a Net Zero world, there has to be increased focused on Subsidy free 
wind and Corporate PPAs, with the appropriate support mechanisms as needed. The right consenting 
and grid strategy is key to a rapid transition to increased generation from Renewables. 
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Decarbonisation of Heat 

Northern Ireland’s Heat decarbonisation is a real area of opportunity as 68% of heat is delivered 
by oil fired boilers. We can make huge progress in this area, which has already started with the 
expansion of the Gas grid. We also need to make use of opportunities afforded by electrification 
of heat including heat pumps and electric storage heaters. However, Policy costs on electricity 
consumers might be a barrier to more electrification of heat. 

 

 

Decarbonisation of Transport 

With 33% of the energy consumed and 23% of the CO2 emissions, the transport sector is another 
area of opportunity for Northern Ireland. Increased use of Public Transport, an active push to 
encourage cycling and the transition to electric vehicles (cars) and hydrogen (heavy goods vehicles) 
can together ensure the right outcomes for Transport Decarbonisation. 

We are supportive of the Energy Strategy put forward by DfE and believe this transition can and 
should work in the interests of energy consumers in Northern Ireland. 
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Introduction and Context 

The Energy Strategy Call for Evidence by the Department for Economy is a consultation aimed at 
creating a vision and strategy to 2050 for Northern Ireland’s Energy in the context of the declaration 
of the Climate Emergency in July 2019 by the UK Parliament. The UK has now signed up to 100% 
reduction in its CO2 emissions by 2050 compared to 1990 levels. The UK is the host of the COP26 
Climate Change Conference in Glasgow, November 2020 and will seek to provide leadership and 
structure to the massive changes that will be needed to achieve these very ambitious targets. 

Northern Ireland will clearly need to play its part in this challenge. Some great progress has been 
made in the last few years and 40% of Northern Ireland’s electricity production in 2019 has come 
from renewable sources. 

Northern Ireland has the unique situation within the UK of having to co-ordinate and work 
simultaneously with different regulatory regimes as part of the UK and with Ireland as part of the 
Single Energy Market. Careful co-ordination and planning is required to ensure that NI consumers 
are not disadvantaged in the context of the Exit of the UK from the EU. 

Earlier in the 2019, the CCC delivered the ‘Reducing emissions in Northern Ireland’ report in 
February 2019. It stated that NI’s fair contribution to the UK’s fifth carbon budget requires 
emissions reductions of at least 35% against 1990 levels by 2030 and noted that current policies 
are insufficient to achieve the required reduction. However, it also outlined that there are excellent 
opportunities to close this gap and potentially reach a 45% reduction by 2030. A series of policy 
recommendations were made in the report, some of which are outlined below. It is important to 
note that the report was published prior to the UK government committing, in June 2019, to a net 
zero target by 2050. 

 

The following are the key recommendations of the CCC report: 

“Reducing emissions in Northern Ireland” February 2019 states that, in respect of energy, policy 
makers should focus on: 

• The lack of route to market for new low-cost intermittent renewables in the electricity sector; 

• Support to incentivise consumers to install low-carbon heating in homes off the gas grid; 

• Options to incentivise energy efficiency improvements in homes; 

• More rapid deployment of Electric Vehicles (EV), more stringent conventional vehicle standards and 
transport behaviour change 

All of the above recommendations are priority action points for Northern Ireland and we are 
supportive of these. We have expanded significantly on these proposals and how they could work in 
the sections on Power, Heat and Transport that follow. 

 

The response to the Call for Evidence is structured into the following sections: 

1. Energy Strategy for NI 2050: Foundation Requirements 

2. Energy Prices and Consumers 

3. Energy Efficiency and Consumption 

4. Power in Northern Ireland 

5. Decarbonisation of Heat 

6. Decarbonisation of Transport 
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Energy Strategy for NI 2050: 

Foundation requirements 

The Call for evidence on the Energy Strategy for Northern Ireland is an important piece of work 

that the Consumer Council Northern Ireland is pleased to support. 

In this chapter we look to respond to questions on the Strategic Timeframe for the Energy 
Strategy, narrowing of strategic choices and the requirement to streamline the regulatory and 
governance environment in Northern Ireland to achieve the best outcomes. 

 

 

Strategic Timeframe 

• The pace of change in society is rapid. If we were to project forward the 2020 situation when in 1990, it 
would have been a very different world. 1990 was a world where the energy supply came from Coal, 
Nuclear and Gas. This is quite a different world from 2020 where we have a growing portfolio of Onshore 
and Offshore Wind, Solar and other renewable energy resources generating more power than CO2 
emitting technologies. Coal is almost off the system, a conclusion that would have been very difficult 
to arrive in 2010 leave alone 1990. 

• The social changes in the last 30 years have been quite enormous in Northern Ireland as well as the UK. The 
world had not seen the internet or mobile phones. No Google or Facebook or Amazon. We now access and 
manage a lot of our bills and finances either through PCs, tablets or mobile phones. 

• The profound changes in consumption of energy and the strategy from an energy consumer 
perspective needs to be able to have a long-term vision and ambition. The Net Zero carbon vision of the UK 
Government is a great directional framework. But in our view, this will need to have a number of 5-10 year 
strategic cycles that will drive us in the achievement of the Net Zero vision. 

• We recommend that DfE should create a 10-year Energy strategy with a mid-term revision every 5 years. 
Hence the 2050 vision should be achieved in three 10 year strategic cycles. This will provide policy 
stability but will also create a mechanism that ensures that we are able to steer the outcomes and can 
account for changes in technology and consumer behaviour. 

 

 

Narrowing strategic choices 

• Northern Ireland is a small country with 1.88 million people. In the global context its economy is tiny in 
terms of its energy sector. In terms of the choices NI makes in its energy strategy, we would 
recommend that established technologies that drive the path to Net Zero should be prioritised. 

• However, large scale cost reductions in emerging technologies are driven by the large economies such as 
US and China in solar PV as well as battery technologies and the UK and Denmark in Offshore wind. 
These countries have been able to bring huge R&D expenditure and a large pipeline that has driven the per 
unit costs relentlessly downwards. All the other countries have been able to take advantage of this cost 
reduction to make the transition into a greener future. 
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• It is highly unlikely that Northern Ireland has the scale and leverage in any emerging technology to lower 
the cost curves substantially. In this context, we believe that a narrow set of established technologies 
should be relied upon to move us forward. Marginal technologies and projects should be de-prioritised so 
that more resources can be put behind the technologies that will deliver the Net Zero vision to us. 

• In our view, several emerging technology areas require a significant reduction in the cost curve before 
they are useful to Northern Ireland. Some of these include, Carbon Capture and Storage, Hydrogen for 
heating homes, Marine energy technologies (wave/tidal) and Geothermal energy. These technologies 
will need significant cost reduction before their affordability is acceptable for NI consumers. 

• From the consumer perspective, the transition to a Net Zero 2050 vision should ensure that 
consumer interests are protected and the most cost-efficient path to this transition is chosen. 

 

 

Streamlining the regulatory environment and delivery mechanism 

• The regulatory environment is complicated with multiple agencies involved with the overall 
leadership of the Department for Economy (DfE). Having a focal agency helps not just in the co- 
ordination of the activities related to the delivery of the Net Zero vision but creates a momentum to 
deliver ambitious targets that might not otherwise be achieved. 

• Northern Ireland has devolved powers in terms of Energy and having a focal agency will certainly help with 
ensuring delivery of Net Zero targets. This agency should be the delivery body that will be tasked with 
pushing for the delivery of the 10-year strategy and 2050 vision. 

• We think that having adequate funding to deliver on the 2050 vision is equally important. For 
e.g. Scotland has established a Scottish National Investment Bank (SNIB) with a £2 billion 
investment budget for the next 10 years. This £2 billion will crowd in potentially £10billion of 
additional funding from the private sector. Adequate funding and flow of investment will increase 
the chances of success for the Net Zero plan. 
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Energy Prices and Consumers 

In this chapter we look at trends in energy prices, behaviours of consumers and new radical solutions 
such as auto switching that are emerging in the market. 

 

 

Trends in Energy Prices 

Energy bills have in general gone up for consumers in the past decade. Wholesale energy price of 
electricity and gas has fluctuated significantly over this decade in the UK, but the trend in prices for 
end consumers has generally been on an upward curve. Electricity and Gas prices in the wholesale 
markets mirror global trends and economics and are not under the control of the end consumer and 
frequently not in the control of the utilities and energy suppliers themselves. 

 

 

Figure 1: SEM Wholesale Electricity Prices (2012-2019) 
 
 

 
Source: CRU 
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Figure 2: NBP Wholesale Gas Prices (2012-2019) 

 

 

 

 

Source: CRU 

 

 

Furthermore, while wholesale price is the largest component of the energy bill for end consumers, the 
increased investment in renewable energy, investment in grid infrastructure as well as other policy 
costs (smart meters etc) mean that the non-wholesale price component of bills has gone up steadily. 

From a consumer perspective, effective competition can be a good way of keeping prices low. 
A service to compare available prices from different suppliers is available from the Energy NI 
regulator’s website. 

 

 

Auto Switching 

Switching between consumers is a primary defence of consumer interest in a well-functioning 
competitive marketplace. There is a price comparison facility on the Consumer Council Northern 
Ireland website is available for engaged consumers to actively compare prices say once a year and 
switch to the best available tariff. https://www.consumercouncil.org.uk/comparison_tool/begin 

A less engaged customer base which is not actively switching suppliers to be on the best price plan, 
could use the services of an auto-switching service. Consumers sign up with an Auto Switching 
provider, who will switch the consumer’s contract to the most appropriate supplier at the end of 
the contract period. 

Several auto-switching providers already exist in the GB market. If savings of more than £50, after 
factoring in exit fees, is available to consumers, then the switch is automatically made to a new 
supplier. The issue of consumer trust is once again crucial and The Consumer Council could procure 
such a service that could allow the switching of consumers on to the best tariff/plan. 

https://www.consumercouncil.org.uk/comparison_tool/begin
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Figure 3: Auto Switching Example: Autosergei from Comparethemarkets.com 

 

 

 

 
 

https://www.thisismoney.co.uk/money/bills/article-7767153/Can-REALLY-save-using-firms- 
help-switch-fuel-supplier.html 

https://www.thisismoney.co.uk/money/bills/article-7767153/Can-REALLY-save-using-firms-help-switch-fuel-supplier.html
https://www.thisismoney.co.uk/money/bills/article-7767153/Can-REALLY-save-using-firms-help-switch-fuel-supplier.html
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Energy Efficiency and Consumption 

This chapter considers the effect of Energy Efficiency and consumption on issues such as Fuel 
Poverty, buildings efficiency, consumption management, smart meters, smart thermostats and 
demand side response. 

Consumer energy bills have several factors driving them. Price/Tariff and Consumption of Electricity 
and Gas are two critical variables that are of most relevance to consumers. While we have previously 
seen that price is difficult to control and many times driven by global economics as well as policy 
priorities, consumption on the other hand can be managed by individual consumers. 

Clearly, the lower quality housing stock of the UK and NI is an important factor in our consumption 
being higher than Europe. We need to work on Energy efficiency. 

There are other factors that can help reduce consumption of energy including the use of smart 
meters and smart thermostats that can help us change behaviour and reduce energy consumption. 

 

 

Energy Efficiency and Fuel Poverty 

Fuel poverty usually results in a continuous vicious circle. Poverty forces poor households to live in 
bad quality hard to heat dwellings. Moreover the recent rise of energy prices (and further expected 
rises) will make it more and more difficult for this category of people to pay the bills. 

22% of households in Northern Ireland are classified as being in Fuel poverty. Lower energy prices 
are an opportunity to fix the roof when the sun is shining. Housing stock in the UK is acknowledged 
to be less energy efficient as compared to the rest of Europe as per the Energy Efficiency report of 
the Business Energy and Industrial Strategy Select Committee. 
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmbeis/1730/1730.pdf 

The NISEP programme has been extended to 2022. This is an important part of an ongoing effort 
at improving the energy efficiency of fuel poor households. This is an important programme and we 
are very supportive of this to continue. 

Social Housing associations need to play a key role in the alleviation of fuel poverty. The Scottish 
company, Our Power made a significant contribution to working with the most fuel poor customers 
in partnership with around 50 Social housing associations. 

 

 

Box: Our Power story 

Our Power experience and alleviating fuel poverty in Scotland 

Our Power was a not-for-profit energy supply company operating in Great Britain set up to provide 
energy in a fairer way to reduce the level of fuel poverty and to deliver services in an inclusive way. 
Owned and controlled by Our Power Community Benefit Society, it was established by social housing 
providers in Scotland to address issues of fuel poverty, market failures which impacted on the most 
disadvantaged in the energy sector, and to support the move to low carbon energy while protecting 
the interests of low income households. Key drivers to setting up Our Power were reports from a 
range of consumer and poverty organisations which pointed to the need for supply side solutions 
along with different behaviours from suppliers. 

Our Power Energy Supply had c35,000 households on supply, turnover of over £20m and staff team of 
c70 when it closed in January 2019. The closure at that point was due to ongoing cashflow issues, and 
an inability to raise working capital at the beginning of 2019 at a time of a highly volatile period in the 
wholesale market which impacted a number of smaller and medium sized suppliers. 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmbeis/1730/1730.pdf
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Key learnings from our experience include: 

• Energy supply and fuel poverty. Stating the obvious, the cost of heat is the critical driver of fuel 
poverty with the cost being a combination of consumption, price per kWh and payment method. 
Being able to offer lower cost (per kWh) heat makes a critical difference and Our Power entered the 
market by taking out the price differential between prepayment and standard direct debit which at 
that time was c24%. However, for households paying for their energy using a prepayment meter, fuel 
poverty bites in the winter as they do not have the additional cash to cover these costs that need to be 
met in real time. Our Power was working on solutions to smooth out the annual costs for electricity and 
gas through a fixed monthly payment which would give prepayment customers the same benefits as 
direct debit customers to remove the seasonal impact for these customers. 

• Complex customers. Any supplier working with fuel poor communities will find a range of 
complexities not found in other customer groups. For Our Power, this included: 

• Significant communities in Scotland live off-gas grid and use electricity for heat. These communities 
have metering arrangements that were originally set up to provide grid balancing services however now 
are the most expensive tariffs in the market and have been a significant driver of fuel poverty and were 
an absolute barrier to switching from the incumbent supplier. Our Power worked up a technology 
solution to enable these customers to switch to Our Power and access a lower cost tariff. Switching and 
managing these accounts took additional resources and for us, included both staff and automated 
intelligence solutions; 

• Customers with a poor understanding of the best way to maintain efficient heating who would use 
expensive electric bar heaters rather than use central heating. This results in higher bills and customer care 
advisers need to be able to support customers to be able to heat their homes more efficiently. Our Power 
had an advantage in these situations due to our close relationship with social housing providers where we 
were able to refer customers to their landlord for support; 

For NI communities, this may translate into the need for an education programme to support the 
move away from oil heating to lower carbon solutions. This will need to demonstrate both the 
financial benefits and education on managing alternative heating solutions. 

• Our Power was the first supplier that volunteered for the Warm Home Discount scheme which was not 
a requirement as a new entrant to the market. This was to ensure that our customer base could access 
both lower cost tariffs and the WHD scheme otherwise it would mean that customers had to choose 
between a lower cost tariff and the benefits of the WHD. Any socially- focused supplier will be expected 
to do similarly. 

• Metering Technology. Our Power took a ‘smart from the start’ approach because we could see the value 
both from a business resilience perspective, giving customers the tools to manage energy consumption 
and it opened up the opportunity for innovative accurate billing, flexible payment methods and 
demand side management. This decision was taken confidently because the UK Government had 
legislated for the mass roll-out of smart meters across GB by 2020. However, the smart meter roll-out in 
GB has been subject to serious delay, is more difficult to achieve in rural and remote communities and 
there is a severe lack of engineers to deliver the programme. In addition, the move to the Data 
Communication Company (DCC) has been expensive to the sector, fraught with delay and is still not 
working for prepayment smart meters. 
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• Regulatory interventions. Our Power entered the market when there was a relatively low level of 
regulatory interventions which changed significantly with the introduction of the prepayment price 
cap initially and then the wider price cap. The price cap mechanisms mean that no supplier can charge 
above a fixed level for their energy and the introduction of the price cap wiped out Our Power’s 
competitive advantage with prepayment customers against the established suppliers which is then a 
disincentive for switching by these customers who were one of the more sticky customer groups in the 
market. In addition to the impact on competitive position, impacts on cashflow because it is set against 
a retrospective wholesale market and it also had an impact on wholesale purchasing strategies and the 
price cap has contributed to wider losses in the sector. Had we known when we were undertaking the 
feasibility work for Our Power that a price cap would be introduced, it is likely that we would not have 
entered the market. 

• Network providers. One of the big challenges in trying to innovate in the market is the slow pace of change 
within network providers meaning that considerable time and effort is spent on initiatives which will take 
several years to come to fruition. Our Power was working on demand-side response projects in Orkney, 
London and the Isles of Scilly which looked promising in the longer term. 

• Incredible goodwill. Our Power secured financial support from nine social impact investors and over 
300 Bond Investors and around 50% of our customers came from consumers making a positive choice 
to support our mission. We mobilized 70% of the Scottish social housing market and had entered the 
Welsh and English social housing world. We tapped into significant support and goodwill from the 
community energy sector across the UK. 

 

 

Conclusion 

Our Power was established by progressive housing providers as part of their wider response to tackling 
fuel poverty. Our Power’s focus was making energy supply fairer. An approach supported by a number 
of fuel poverty research projects. Our Power’s social mission achieved widespread support, especially 
in the social impact investment community. The approach that Our Power took was to challenge the 
traditional operating norms to deliver a social mission and embrace smart metering, tackle restricted 
metering, engage in innovations that would benefit the most disadvantaged in the market and ensure 
that tariffs were lower than the (then) Big 6. Uniquely, our members’ tenants were our key route to 
market. The regulated energy market changed significantly and to our disadvantage - this included the 
introduction of the price cap. Additional challenges included new entrants able to fund loss-leading 
tariffs across large numbers of customers, slow roll out of smart meters, wholesale market volatility and 
the impact of supplier failures. 

Changes to the new entrant requirements probably preclude an organization like Our Power with a not 
for profit, social mission entering the market due to the extremely large working capital requirements. 
This means in Northern Ireland the regulator’s approach to vulnerable customers needs to be reviewed 
and strengthened if an holistic approach to tackling fuel poverty is to be developed. 
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Buildings Efficiency 

• Buildings are major sources of energy usage and 97% of European buildings are energy inefficient 
according to the Building Performance Institute Europe. 

• New build Domestic homes should be built to zero carbon standards as is being proposed in England 
by 2025. This is a key initiative, as retrofitting is a notoriously difficult to execute and most countries 
have struggled to achieve success. 

• EPC Rating of “C” should be the right target for Northern Ireland. It is important that the focus on energy 
efficiency should take into account private landlords and tenants, as well as the social housing sector. It 
might be worth considering that private landlords may also need a programme of support to help 
upgrade their properties, as part of the Net Zero ambitions. 

• We believe NI building regulations are out of date and not in alignment with the desire to achieve net zero, 
upgrading these would enable us to concentrate measures on older building stock and ensure that 
newer buildings have future proofed energy efficiency. 

http://bpie.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Build-Upon2Update-guidelines-to-write-national- 
long-term-renovation-strategies_FINAL_2020.pdf 

 

 

Smart Meters 

The Smart Meters programme has been a painful lesson in large infrastructure upgrade in the GB 
market. The first generation of SMETS1 meters reduced the ability of consumers to switch suppliers, 
but the SMETS2 meters have solved that and finally we have the right technological solution. There 
are several lessons for Northern Ireland to consider: 

• Clear articulation of benefits: The benefits of the smart meters were never convincingly and simply 
communicated to consumers. Smart Meters provide transparency to energy consumers and are 
helpful for the overall accuracy of grid management. They have limited impact on reducing energy 
consumption. 

• Technology challenges: Hardware issues in the choice of the right solution, as well as software issues in 
the Data Communications Company have meant several challenges are around the corner for 
everyone who undertakes the problem. 

• Supplier led programme: The GB programme has been supplier led and they have had problems to 
undertake this infrastructure rollout. Grid and distribution companies are a better natural home for such a 
large infrastructure upgrade. 

• Different consumer groups get different benefits: Prepayment smart meters are hugely beneficial and offer 
significantly better consumer experience and could ensure that they have a wide variety of payment 
methods available to have continued access to electricity and gas. 

http://bpie.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Build-Upon2Update-guidelines-to-write-national-long-term-renovation-strategies_FINAL_2020.pdf
http://bpie.eu/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Build-Upon2Update-guidelines-to-write-national-long-term-renovation-strategies_FINAL_2020.pdf
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Consumption management 

Technology is increasingly available for us to manage our domestic energy consumption remotely. 
Smart Thermostats that cost £200-300 for a one-off cost can help reduce consumption between 
15-20% when used with discipline. Estimates of annual savings $150 have been established in 
USA trials. 

Not all of us can diligently turn off every light when leaving home or heating at the right time. 
Discipline is difficult to maintain in our habits. But when the discipline of keeping our consumption 
down is as easy as using our smartphone remotely, behaviour change is easier. Smart Meters by 
themselves increase visibility of consumption but we can use Smart Thermostats to truly drive 
consumer behaviour change and reduce consumption of energy. 

 

 

Figure 4: Some popular Smart Thermostats established in the UK 
 

 

 

Demand Side Response (DSR) 

As the amount of renewables and intermittent energy on the system increases, there might be 
opportunities to aggregate domestic and industrial/SME demand to manage peak consumption. 

Organisations such as Flextricity are aggregating demand that can be rapidly switched off. For e.g. 
the aggregation of freezers in supermarkets that can be temporarily switched off at times of peak 
load, without significant change in the cooling and no change to the frozen food for say 20 mins at 
a time, would mean that the System operator can buy these as ancillary services. 

http://electricityinfo.org/news/demand-side-management-2/ 

For Domestic customers, it is possible to offer an aggregated heat storage for example in social housing 
blocks. This can be done by offering set temperature conditions such as, “I need the house to be at 
22C”. Now the switching on and off of hot water boilers can be co-ordinated with the amount of 
renewables on the system and hence the wholesale price of electricity. The technology used for this 
would need to take control of the potentially rapid switching (on and off) of the storage heaters. 

From a consumer perspective, the critical question is who has control and do consumers trust such a 
provider. The incumbent energy suppliers frequently are less trusted than independent bodies such 
as National Energy Action NI as well as the Consumer Council. We believe that there is a role for 
these bodies to facilitate the use of DSR for domestic customers, as long as there is a fair share of 
the benefits and the additional ancillary income that such DSR service provides. 

http://electricityinfo.org/news/demand-side-management-2/
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Power in Northern Ireland 

This chapter considers the progress made in Renewable energy in Northern Ireland, the emergence 
of Subsidy free Onshore wind and Corporate PPAs, Future support mechanisms such as Contracts for 
Difference (CfD) and the consenting/grid strategy to enable renewables. 

The decarbonisation of the Power sector is one of the more successful transformations over the past 
decade. There has been a tangible reduction in the carbon emissions in the power sector. 

 

 

Figure 5: CO2 reduction in different sectors in the UK 1990-2016 

 

 
Source: Department of Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy, Greenhouse gas emissions analysis 
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Renewable Energy in Northern Ireland 

Northern Ireland has achieved its target of producing 45% of electricity from Renewable sources. In 
the 12 months to September 2019, 45% of electricity was produced from Renewable sources. 

High quality onshore wind resources mean that Northern Ireland can afford to be ambitious in its 
target setting. We believe that Northern Ireland should take its cue from Scotland with an ambition 
to generate 100% of its electricity from Renewables and aim high in its target setting. The Power 
sector might have to do more to make up for the lag in the large agricultural sector, hence an 
ambitious target might be beneficial. 

The presence of a large Renewable generation capacity might also need investment in a combination 
of further interconnectors or additional backup generation as well as additional storage (including 
grid scale battery storage). 

 

 

Figure 6: Renewable Generation in Northern Ireland 
 
 

Source: Northern Ireland Electricity Networks 
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Subsidy Free Onshore Wind 

Onshore Wind in Northern Ireland has been expanded successfully on the back of the Northern 
Ireland Renewables Obligation (NIRO). The RO schemes came to an end in 2017 and there has been 
a hiatus in the construction of further Onshore wind all across the UK since then. In the past few 
months, there has been a slow trickle of new onshore wind projects achieving financial close and 
progressing towards construction particularly in Scotland as “subsidy free” projects. 

Following a period of relatively stable turbine sizes with 3MW output as standard, there has been 
innovation that has increased the sizes of onshore wind turbines to 4.5 MW currently being installed 
and turbine manufacturers also demonstrating prototypes in testing of upto 5.8MW. 

 

 

Figure 7: Onshore wind turbines: Future Developments 
 

Manufacturer Platform Capacity Rotor 
Diameter 

Max Hub 
Height 

Drivetrain Current Status 

Enercon EPS Up to 5 MW 147 m, 160 m 166 m Direct Drive Prototype imminent 

GE Cypress 5.3 MW 158 m 161 m HSG Prototype installed 
late 2018 

Nordex Delta4000 Up to 5 MW 149 m, 155 m 164 m HSG In series production 

Siemens 
Gamesa 

5 X 5.8 MW 155 m, 170 m 165 m HSG Prototype expected 
mid 2020 

Vestas EnVentus 5.6 MW 150 m, 162 m 166 m HSG Prototype imminent 

Source: WindPower Monthly Magazine 

 

 
https://www.windpowermonthly.com/article/1592000/clash-titans-top-5-biggest-onshore- 
turbines 

The development of large onshore wind turbines has meant a reduction in the capex/MW required 
for the construction of wind farms and has hence facilitated the construction of subsidy free wind 
farms. For e.g. Muirhall Energy and Greencoat have kickstarted 46 MW and 81 MW of subsidy free 
projects in Dumfries and Galloway in Scotland in the last few months. 

Northern Ireland should accelerate the construction of potential subsidy free projects and prioritise 
the shovel ready projects that might exist in the pipeline. 

https://www.windpowermonthly.com/article/1592000/clash-titans-top-5-biggest-onshore-turbines
https://www.windpowermonthly.com/article/1592000/clash-titans-top-5-biggest-onshore-turbines
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Corporate PPAs 

Subsidy free Onshore wind needs the development of appropriate Corporate Power Purchase agreements 
(PPAs) that will increase the bankability of the wind farm and access the Project finance market. 

Large industrial and commercial consumers, energy retailers and traders will need to be signposted 
to the need to decarbonise their consumption and they can do this by entering into a Corporate PPA 
for part of their energy consumption. 

While the entire ambition for increased Renewables will not be supported by the Corporate PPA 
market, this will be an important part of the growth of Renewables all across Europe and beyond. 
Northern Ireland needs to develop mechanisms that public and private sector can participate in the 
Corporate PPA market to enable the development of new renewable capacity in the future. 

https://www.dlapiper.com/~/media/files/insights/publications/2019/12/2019-330-enr-subsidy- 
free-report-digital-spreads.pdf 

 

 

CfD auctions 

The Contract for Difference (CfD) auctions have enabled the construction of a significant number of 
Offshore Wind farms following the closure of the RO scheme. The drive to Net Zero has seen BEIS 
undertake a consultation that has explicity brought support for Onshore Wind back to the fore. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/contracts-for-difference-cfd-proposed- 
amendments-to-the-scheme-2020 

The political environment around Onshore Wind has potentially changed again, with a more 
favourable regime emerging. This is an opportunity for Northern Ireland to re-consider an appropriate 
support mechanism in the context of Net Zero and the new energy strategy. 

Northern Ireland could become a part of the CfD process particularly for Onshore Wind and needs 
to work on cost reductions in its supply chain as the CfD is a very competitive auction, to ensure that 
the process works for the pipeline of new projects. 

 

 

Consenting and Grid Strategy 

The proposed plan of developing clusters for Onshore wind is a good plan that has been successfully 
followed in successive sea bed auction rounds by Crown Estate and now in the Scotwind seabed 
lease auction by Crown Estate Scotland. 

This is a good strategy to minimise and concentrate grid solutions at scale that will benefit NI 
consumers as a long-term plan can be created to deliver value for money. 

Grid planning needs to be carried out both with Ireland in accordance with the i-SEM mechanism 
governing the all-island framework but also needs to link into Scotland/Wales as appropriate. This 
will ensure that in a scenario where NI renewables are indeed producing more energy than can be 
consumed, there is a market/demand that can find a home for this energy. 

https://www.dlapiper.com/~/media/files/insights/publications/2019/12/2019-330-enr-subsidy-free-report-digital-spreads.pdf
https://www.dlapiper.com/~/media/files/insights/publications/2019/12/2019-330-enr-subsidy-free-report-digital-spreads.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/contracts-for-difference-cfd-proposed-amendments-to-the-scheme-2020
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/contracts-for-difference-cfd-proposed-amendments-to-the-scheme-2020
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Box : Interview with David Gardner, Managing Director, SSE Transmission (2012-2019) 

In 2000 the Scottish Renewable Electricity production equated to 10% of consumption, in 2019 this 
had increased to 90%. The Scottish Government target is 100% by 2020. This entailed connection 
over 10GW (noting that 150MW of hydro capacity was already connected) of predominantly 
onshore wind capacity. 

This build-up of Renewables was made possible by 5 groups of key stakeholders working together to 
make it happen: 

• Developers - Projects 

• Scottish Local Authority’s - Consenting 

• Scottish Government - Policy, Consenting 

• UK Government - Policy on ROCs and CfDs 

• Ofgem - Beauly Denny Approval and RIIO - T1 framework. 

Scottish Power Transmission and SHE Transmission delivered for a majority of projects. Only failure 
was island connections where TNUoS and Ofgem’s resistance to ‘anticipatory’ investment were 
blockers. Overall a great success but at the time these TOs were criticised unfairly. 

Having ‘monopoly’ proved successful for delivery as I believe if it had been more fragmented things 
would have been much slower. This debate is around what returns TOs should be allowed. And the 
implication for affordability of energy. 

In 2010 SHE Transmission had virtually no staff with limited supply chain experience. As opportunity 
grew and jobs appeared the skills evolved behind this. The business now has 500 staff with over 
1200 contractors. Other than HVDC Systems most skills areas are now available locally. 

For the continued connection of renewables, the incumbent Transmission Operator (TO) and 
Distribution Network Operatiors (DNOs) should do most of the heavy lift. If you take the north of 
Scotland, then the build of all onshore infrastructure should probably be SHE Transmission or SHE 
Distribution as its easier to hold them to account and likely to get optimum solutions. Although inter 
connectors to the islands or bootstraps to England, or indeed offshore transmission hubs, could be 
built by others. Important that there is a mechanism that allow this to be done quickly and doesn’t 
add more delays to the process. 

On connecting EVs charging points and the likes of upgrades for heat pumps – DNOs are best placed 
to do it. Give them a pot of money and drive them hard in creating innovative solutions such that it’s 
not just about putting in more copper. This will need the end user EV charging point to have smart 
tariffs - whether in home or on the street. 

But it still needs a big computer to ensure that the grid is not overloaded. 
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Decarbonisation of Heat 

68% of Northern Ireland homes are heated with Oil. 50% of all energy usage in Northern Ireland 
is consumed for heating. This presents the greatest opportunity for making a tangible change in 
delivering a substantial reduction in carbon emissions in Northern Ireland as a part of the 2050 
Energy Strategy. 

This chapter considers the opportunities for decarbonisation of heat by looking at the potential 
future of the Gas grid, electrification of heat, biomethane and hydrogen futures for Northern Ireland 
as well as the policy costs in electrification of heat. 

The critical path for decarbonising heat till recently has been to extend the gas grid into homes with 
the aim of delivering this proven technology which has been in Northern Ireland since 1996, The gas is 
used to heat 24% of households in Northern Ireland. In comparison, Gas central heating reaches 85% 
of households in Great Britain. 

 

 

Perspectives on Decarbonisation: Gas Grid 

Natural Gas is used for heating of 24% of the homes in Northern Ireland. The Gas grid has reached 
almost 50% of the homes in Belfast and is available to potentially 90% of the city, but its availability 
in the rest of the country including the Ten Towns is still limited. The highly distributed and rural 
nature of domestic households means that it is less likely that Gas will reach a large portion of the 
population. 

 

Home Heating Oil Natural Gas Solid Fuel/Electric/ 
Dual/Other 

No Central Heating Total 

526,190 186,010 61,060 6,749 780,000 

67.5% 23.8% 7.8% 0.9% 10% 

Gas Networks are long life infrastructure assets, that have a useful life of 30-50 years and will also 
need to have certainty of support to enable investment decisions. As Northern Ireland plans the 
Energy Strategy to 2050, it is important to consider the pathway for Gas networks. 

We need to consider a couple of different scenarios of potential future outcomes in the Gas Grid, to 
enable us to visualise potential pathways. 

 

 

Scenario 1: Gas centric future 

There is a gradual decarbonisation of the gas network. The abundant agricultural sector will provide 
enough bio methane to reduce the natural gas content in domestic households and reinforces the 
circular economy. This will be supplemented by Compressed natural gas for vehicles. 

The period of 2030 to 2050 will see a transition to a Hydrogen economy. And gradually the gas 
network will be used for transporting Hydrogen into domestic households for heating. 
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Scenario 2: Delayed progress 

There isn’t enough biomethane production in NI to decarbonise the gas grid substantially. The cost 
reductions in the Hydrogen Economy do not come through and Hydrogen remains a niche fuel that 
is used in certain Transportation sectors such as HGVs and marine fleets, but is never cost effective 
for domestic heating. 

Hydrogen has a track record of delays in becoming a viable mass product. Fuel cells were seen as the 
answer to decarbonising vehicles for the past 20 years. While a large amount of investment is now 
being diverted to the Hydrogen economy, this does not mean a certain success in making hydrogen 
a consumer friendly product that can be used in the Gas Grid. 

 

 

Future of Gas Grid 

We believe that Scenario 1, is an ideal scenario and we all deeply wish that this becomes an elegant 
solution to decarbonisation. However, as of now Scenario 2 is far more realistic and a likely path of 
outcomes within NI and more broadly within GB. 

In the light of the above we need to revisit the core rationale for the expansion of the Gas grid and 
need to consider alternatives for the decarbonisation of Heat. 

 

 

Biomethane 

Northern Ireland has a large agricultural structure and a flourishing Anaerobic Digestion sector, that 
currently converts agricultural waste into Biomethane that is used for electricity production. It is 
possible to use this biomethane to be injected into the gas grid. This will reduce the pure natural gas 
and bring down the carbon intensity of the gas supplied to heat households. 

The key question: is sufficient feedstock available to convert agricultural and other waste into 
biomethane in Northern Ireland? There are some indications that there might be large quantities of 
feedstock available. But there are implications of the contamination of soil and disposal of residual 
waste from the process. 

This conversion is therefore desirable and a no regrets move, but whether a big step change can be 
made as a result of this, remains to be seen. 
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Hydrogen 

Hydrogen is the miracle fuel the world never seems to quite get round to using. In spite of periodic 
bursts of interest, such as in the 1970’s when many hailed it as a pollution-free oil substitute, the gas 
has never taken off in the way its advocates hoped. Could that indifference now be lifting? Plenty of 
energy experts think it should. They argue that hydrogen has an indispensable role to play if the UK, 
and other countries, are to reach goals to cut carbon emissions by 2050 to “net zero” by substituting 
for fossil fuels in some of the hard-to-decarbonise parts of the economy. 

These include domestic heating and transportation, as well as many industrial applications such as 
cement and steel where electricity may not be suitable. The evangelists point eagerly to hydrogen’s 
many virtues. Not only that it burns without producing any greenhouse gases, but also its propensity 
to be “dropped in” to existing energy systems, such as pipes, engines and boilers, thus easing the 
enormous infrastructure cost of transitioning to a lower-carbon economy. Seems too good to be 
true? Well, as ever, dig down and you find it’s not as simple as it sounds. There is a reason why 
hydrogen accounts for just 4 per cent of final energy use at present: it’s pricey. 

Hydrogen may yet develop into a credible solution for decarbonisation of gas grids both here in 
Northern Ireland and indeed the rest of the world. There are several billions being invested in R&D, 
but there is no definitive solution right now anywhere in the world. And there is unlikely to be a 
solution in the next 10 years. This is another reason to focus on the 2050 vision, 10 years at a time. 
In 2030, we might think differently about Hydrogen, but as of now, Northern Ireland should watch 
and learn, but not put too much resources behind the Hydrogen economy. 

https://www.ft.com/content/2b0db0aa-4b17-11ea-95a0-43d18ec715f5 
 

 

Electric Storage Heaters 

In an increased Renewables powered future, storage is a valuable asset. In the Northern Ireland 
context, with a number of rural properties, the increased usage of electric storage heaters might be 
an important part of the policy mix. The likelihood of the gas grid reaching such properties is very 
low. Other technologies such as heat pumps are, at this point in time, still quite expensive. 

Electric storage heaters might be a good intermediate solution that can be deployed in remote 
and rural areas depending on the condition of the local electricity network. It is important that 
appropriate tariffs are developed to protect these consumers from over pricing by energy suppliers. 

 

 

Heat Pumps 

Heat pumps are an important part of the policy framework for the decarbonisation of heat. Air source 
and Ground Source heat pumps work on the principle of drawing heat from either the air or ground 
respectively to heat domestic homes. The cost of installation of an air source heat pump could be 
between £8000 to £18,000, while the cost of a ground source heat pump could be between £20,000 
to £35,000. This makes this technology quite expensive for most consumers in Northern Ireland. 

Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI) payments of up to £2000 per year are allowed for Air Source heat 
pumps, whereas £6,000 per year is allowed for Ground Source heat pumps in GB. 

Heat Pump efficiency also requires well-insulated homes or the performance factor drops significantly. 
Heat pumps may therefore not be the best solution for decarbonisation of heat in all houses. 

Hybrid heat pumps are an in-between solution that use a boiler for some of the time and a heat 
pump for the rest of the time. 

https://www.greenmatch.co.uk/blog/2014/08/the-running-costs-of-heat-pumps 

https://www.ft.com/content/2b0db0aa-4b17-11ea-95a0-43d18ec715f5
http://www.greenmatch.co.uk/blog/2014/08/the-running-costs-of-heat-pumps
http://www.greenmatch.co.uk/blog/2014/08/the-running-costs-of-heat-pumps
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Policy costs and Electrification of Heat 

Policy costs can act as a regressive ‘tax’ on households that use electricity for heat. Initiatives as 
part of NISEP are hugely beneficial in addressing energy efficiency and fuel poverty. However, 
Gas consumers do not contribute to policy costs. Without addressing these policy costs and their 
treatment, electrification (and decarbonisation) of heat will be very difficult. 

For an ‘average’ electricity customer using electricity for standard domestic consumption (not 
including heat) with consumption of c3,100kWh per annum, their contribution towards these policy 
costs will amount to £121 /annum (GB data) for 2019/20, roughly 25% of their total electricity bill. 
Once you start to look at these costs for customers using electricity for heat, and in colder climates 
where consumption levels hit 8,000kWh per annum and above, the financial impact of these policies 
is over £310 per annum for a household with 8,000kWh. 

It is unacceptable that the financial burden of these policy costs should fall on all energy customers 
in general but electricity customers in particular. This is especially so for those using electricity for 
heat given the increasing decarbonisation of electricity generation which is being promoted at a 
policy level and penalised at a price level. As part of the UK Government’s commitment to reach net- 
zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050, gas heating will be banned in new homes in Great Britain 
by 2025. If policy costs do not change, this will mean that in the future new homes will be financially 
penalized and will be making higher contributions towards these policy costs. 

There are alternatives to these costs being included in electricity supply tariffs, which need to be 
considered to support reductions in fuel poverty now and to support a transition from gas to electric 
heating. For example: 

• Renewable subsidy costs are paid for through general taxation similarly to incentives and subsidies 
for other forms of energy (e.g. gas, oil) 

• These subsidy and associated costs are added to higher carbon heat forms – primarily gas and oil - to act 
as a price incentive for lower carbon heat and a disincentive for higher carbon heat 

• Whilst clearly acting as a disincentive in the move to electrification of heat, if these costs remains 
on electricity, it should potentially be on consumption for domestic requirements and not on 
electricity used for heat. It should be noted that this may be challenging due to metering requirements 
but would at least remove the ‘penalty’ on electricity for heat where this is metered. 

Given the urgency of both fuel poverty issues which are largely driven by the cost of heat and of the 
need to decarbonise heat, this policy cost requires immediate review. 
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Decarbonisation of Transport 

With 33% of the Energy consumption and 23% of the CO2 emissions, the Transport sector and 
the future strategy is a very important part of moving to a Net Zero world. With the step changes 
that have taken in the Power sector, it is acknowledged that Transport strategy is the single most 
component of successful achievement of CO2 reductions in the next two decades. 

NI has a considered transportation plan (Figure 8), and we support the move to more public transport, 
increased focused on cycling as well as a considered Electric Vehicle strategy. 

This chapter will look at the potential paths to decarbonisation of transport, we consider the effect 
on Public transportation, Cycling, Electric Vehicles as well as Heavy Goods Vehicles. 

 

 
Figure 8: Northern Ireland Infrastructure Plan 
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Public Transport 

 

 

 
 

 

Figure 9: Breakdown of Northern Ireland journeys 

 
 

Source: Call of Evidence 

 

 

Car journeys have dominated all of transport in Northern Ireland. The role of Public transport is very 
important in the future design of a decarbonised transportation system. Public transport has proven 
advantages not only in terms of lower CO2 emissions, but has a great role to play in increased air 
quality for all citizens by cutting down on Nitrous Oxides (NOx) ,Sulphuric Acids( Sox) and particulate 
matter (PM) emissions too. 

Increased public transport also leads to lower noise levels, and together with the better quality will 
lead to increased productivity at all levels of the economy. 

https://www.tepr.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/TEPR-Transport-Air-Quality-Time-to-clear- 
the-air.pdf 

https://www.tepr.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/TEPR-Transport-Air-Quality-Time-to-clear-the-air.pdf
https://www.tepr.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/05/TEPR-Transport-Air-Quality-Time-to-clear-the-air.pdf


A report for The  Consumer Council Northern 

Ireland 

27 

Cycling 

 

 

In deeply urban areas, cycling needs to be incentivised by construction of dedicated cycling lanes. In 
cities that have successfully increased the uptake of cycling such as Copenhagen, it is because cycling 
is the quickest way to get into and out of town. Besides reducing CO2 emissions and increased Air 
quality, cycling also increases health and well-being of citizens. 

 

 
Figure 10: Copenhagen Success story of Cycling 

 

 

 
Source: The Guardian 

 

 
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/gallery/2018/jun/11/copenhagenize-case-urban-cycling- 
graphs 

https://www.theguardian.com/cities/gallery/2018/jun/11/copenhagenize-case-urban-cycling-graphs
https://www.theguardian.com/cities/gallery/2018/jun/11/copenhagenize-case-urban-cycling-graphs
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Electric Vehicles 

 

 

Electric Vehicles have made large strides in the last few years, with an increase in range and reliability 
as well as steep reductions in battery and hence EV costs. In countries like Norway, 50% of new car 
sales are EVs. The Betamax-VHS battle for EVs is no longer a relevant proposition as there is a clear 
winner for passenger cars. 

 

 
Figure 11: Falling battery costs 

 
 

Source: Bloomberg New Energy Finance 

 

 

Electric vehicles are now inevitable and there is enough capacity being created in USA and China to 
manufacture 2 million vehicles per year each by manufacturers such as BYD and Tesla. This capacity 
along with other European manufacturers mean that there is a projection of 10 million cars to hit 
UK roads by 2030 (Ofgem projection source). 

The 2035 deadline announced by UK Government to stop the sales of petrol and diesel cars is 
another big push in the direction of EVs. 

https://www.investorschronicle.co.uk/company-news/2020/02/12/is-the-uk-ready-for-electric- 
cars/ 

NI typically has a number of second hand cars, and the EV market will have to cater to the demand 
for lower cost vehicles. There are already several experiments with second use batteries from EVs 
that could potentially play into this market need. 

http://www.investorschronicle.co.uk/company-news/2020/02/12/is-the-uk-ready-for-electric-
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The availability of charging infrastructure both at homes and in motorways is a very important priority 
to enable this transition into electric vehicles. The development of a fast charger network is part of the 
ambition of SONI in their strategic plan such that each consumer is no more than 10 miles away from 
the nearest fast charger. 320 22KW AC Fast chargers and 17 50 KW DC Rapid charge points are part 
of a £3.5 million investment by OLEV and ecar Consortium in Northern Ireland. 

Consumers need to be protected and the cost of the charging infrastructure needs to be fair and 
available to all consumers. Currently charging a car using an off- peak tariff could cost as low as 5p 
and could be up to 30p for charging in a fast charger in a motorway (GB based estimate). Although 
running costs for electric cars are low, consumers need to be protected from super fast charging 
infrastructure charging exorbitant rates. 

Although in early stages of development, Vehicle to Grid charging where the battery of the electric 
vehicle takes charge from the grid as well as giving it back to grid to help with storage of temporary 
high renewable generation is very likely in the time to 2050. 

All island availability of charging points will need to be ensured so that the North-South vehicular 
traffic is not disadvantaged either by diverging standards or prices to ensure that economically 
customers in either Ireland or Northern Ireland have 100% interoperability. 

 

 

Heavy Goods Vehicles 

While passenger cars are seeing a move to battery operated EVs, there is a different dynamic for 
Heavy Good Vehicles (HGVs). HGVs are ideally suited for being converted into Hydrogen fuelled 
vehicles. There are already several large consumer goods companies such as Budweiser that are 
switching to hydrogen operated HGVs. 

Hydrogen as a high calorific value fuel is an important transition fuel for Transport and in particular 
heavy transport such as HGVs and in some cases Buses. 
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