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DEPARTMENT OF FINANCE MEMORANDUM DATED 18TH NOVEMBER 2021 ON THE 7TH 

REPORT FROM THE PUBLIC ACCOUNTS COMMITTEE MANDATE 2017-2022 

 

Seventh Report  
 

Department for the Economy 
 

Generating Electricity from Renewable Energy 

 
PAC Recommendation 1 

 

The Committee recommends that consideration is given, at the outset of all new energy initiatives by the 

Department, to identify potential environmental, planning and other risks and ensure these are discussed 

and mitigated in consultation with other public bodies. 

 

The Department for the Economy (DfE) accepts this recommendation. 

 

Energy Group, within DfE, has ensured that both the Departments for Infrastructure (DfI) and Agriculture, 

Environment & Rural Affairs (DAERA) are involved from the outset of the development of new policies 

through representation on the Energy Strategy Government Stakeholders Group and Working Groups. DfE has 

also established an Energy Strategy Programme Delivery Board which includes senior representatives from DfI 

and DAERA, which will in turn ensure the delivery of this recommendation. DfE agrees that engagement with 

other public bodies, including local government, will be key to delivering and implementing future energy 

initiatives and such engagement will be an integral part of the process moving forward. 

 

PAC Recommendation 2 

 

The Committee recommends that, in developing a new energy strategy, and supporting energy policy, the 

Department learns from any lessons from the NIRO scheme and specifically addresses potential impacts 

on areas such as the environment and planning and how these will be managed and resourced. This will 

require significantly more formal engagement and agreement with other public bodies than has 

previously been the case. 

 

DfE accepts this recommendation. 

 

As DfE has developed the new Energy Strategy there has been intensive formal engagement and agreement, 

both with public and private bodies, on the formation of the strategy. This includes close working with DfI on 

planning issues and the NI Environmental Agency (NIEA), within DAERA, on environmental issues and this 

will continue on a formal basis as the Energy Strategy and resulting policies and programmes are developed and 

implemented. This is already reflected in the establishment of the Energy Strategy Programme Delivery Board 

which includes senior officials from DAERA and DfI. 

 

Lessons learned and outlined in the Northern Ireland Audit Office (NIAO) report into the NIRO scheme 

(Generating electricity from renewable energy), where appropriate, have been considered and are being 

implemented, e.g. future schemes supporting electricity generated from renewable sources will have factored 

into their design the permitted use of that electricity. 

 

PAC Recommendation 3 

 

The Committee recommends that the Department should perform an immediate skillset analysis of its 

Energy team, to identify and address any current skills gaps with the aim of reducing any overreliance 

(perceived or real) on private sector consultants and experts. 

 

DfE accepts this recommendation. 

 

When filling vacancies for any team within the department, DfE considers the knowledge and experience 

needed for individual posts and tries to fill them with those best suited for the job. In relation to staff resourcing 

within Energy Group, DfE has considered the skillset and experience within the group and identified that having 

additional specialist/technical knowledge and experience on energy matters would be beneficial. DfE therefore 
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recently opened its energy staff recruitment competitions to external applicants. This has already contributed to 

a better balance of resources in that staff recruited from the energy sector bring their previous professional 

experience and expertise to complement the existing energy knowledge and other skills of career civil servants. 

 

DfE, where appropriate, will continue to consider the wider energy sector for recruitment to permanent posts 

within the Energy Group, which will keep the requirement for engaging external consultants to a minimum. 

However, as is normal practice and reflecting cost effectiveness and efficiency, there will be occasions when 

external consultants and experts with specific knowledge and expertise will be called upon on a defined, short 

term basis to supplement existing resources and provide advice as necessary. 

 

PAC Recommendation 4 

 

The Committee recommends that all Departments, when seeking information via a call for evidence, 

recognise that submissions from individuals or organisations with vested financial interests carry greater 

risks, particularly if they are accepted at face value. This includes the potential that incorrect conclusions 

drawn from such submissions could lead to flawed policy decisions. Appropriate due diligence should 

therefore be performed on all such evidence and, where possible, information from independent sources 

without vested financial interests should be given much more weight in informing policy decisions. 

 

The Department of Finance (DoF) accepts this recommendation. 

 

DoF acknowledges that there can be greater risks when individuals or organisations with vested financial 

interests submit information via a call for evidence, and that this has the potential for incorrect conclusions to be 

drawn from such submissions, potentially leading in turn to flawed policy decisions. 

 

DoF will therefore highlight this to Accounting Officers, and emphasise that due diligence should be performed 

on all such calls for evidence and to ensure an appropriate balance of information from independent sources is 

used to inform policy decisions. DoF will also incorporate this into guidance contained within Managing Public 

Money NI (MPMNI) on planning projects and policies and will engage with The Executive Office (TEO) to 

consider if it can be built into their Practical Guide to Policy Making in Northern Ireland. 

 

PAC Recommendation 5 

 

The Committee recommends that in any future energy schemes, the Department should build in a 

mandatory requirement for investors to confidentially share cost information as part of any accreditation 

process. This level of transparency would ensure that the rates of return returns being achieved are fair, 

both to the investor, the consumer and taxpayers. Regular monitoring of the datasets by the Department 

would assist in informing any changes to the levels of support for those schemes. 

 

DfE accepts this recommendation. 

 

For future energy schemes, DfE will work closely with the Departmental Solicitor’s Office (DSO) to include the 

requirement for investors to provide relevant cost information that would allow DfE to calculate actual rates of 

return being achieved by investors. DfE will ensure that it treats this information on a confidential basis, and 

that it will only be used for the purposes intended. DfE agrees that this will help to ensure that rates of return 

being achieved are fair to everyone including providing value for money to the taxpayer. 

 

DfE will monitor such data regularly and use it to inform any adjustments as appropriate to the levels of support 

from Schemes, in line with prevailing market conditions, and also to ensure that any such Scheme continues to 

deliver on the policy objectives for which it was designed. 

 

PAC Recommendation 6 

 

The Committee recommends that going forward, thorough consideration is given to the possibility of 

wider negative impacts, particularly in relation to compliance with planning and environmental 

regulations, when developing any future energy related legislation and policy. This should include more 

robust accreditation requirements, which should include penalties and appropriate action, such as with-

holding financial support, if conditions of the scheme are not fully complied with. 

 

DfE accepts this recommendation. 
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As highlighted above, DfI and NIEA (through DAERA) are presently involved from the outset of the 

development of new energy policies through representation on the Energy Strategy Government Stakeholders 

Group and Working Groups. DfE will ensure through these and similar groups that thorough consideration is 

given to the possibility of wider negative impacts, including in relation to compliance with planning and 

environmental regulations, when developing any future energy related legislation and policy. In addition, DfE 

will work closely with DfI and NIEA to ensure that planning and environmental aspects of any future renewable 

energy scheme are covered within the legislation and scheme requirements. DfE will also ensure that there is 

clarity on the roles and responsibilities of its partner organisations in respect of upholding their statutory 

obligations with regards to any future energy scheme. 

 

Further, in relation to future energy schemes, DfE will ensure there are robust accreditation requirements built in 

at the outset and in conjunction with the above groups, DfE will consider appropriate options and actions, 

including financial penalties, where participants have not fully complied with the conditions of the scheme. 

 

PAC Recommendation 7 

 

The Committee recommends that the Department needs to consider the wider impacts of adopting GB 

based legislation and policies being introduced. The Department should ensure that, when appropriate, it 

engages with equivalent bodies in other UK regions from an early stage, to feed into their legislative 

process to ensure that, if it is to be adopted in Northern Ireland, it is fit for purpose. In addition, the 

Committee recommends that the Department specifically considers impacts on the environment and 

planning in the new energy strategy and includes methods to penalise renewable energy providers where 

there is non-compliance. 

 

DoF accepts this recommendation. 

 

DoF agrees that all departments should consider the wider impacts of adopting GB based legislation and policies 

being introduced. DoF will review and incorporate into its guidance contained in MPMNI that departments 

should, where appropriate, engage with equivalent bodies in other UK regions from an early stage to feed into 

their legislative process to ensure it is fit for purpose to be adopted in NI. DoF will also engage with The 

Executive Office (TEO) to consider if this can be built into their Practical Guide to Policy Making in Northern 

Ireland. 

 

DfE also accepts this recommendation and will ensure it follows any new guidance issued by DoF/TEO with 

regards to developing policy/legislation. In addition, as previously reflected above, both DfI and DAERA are 

represented on the Energy Strategy Government Stakeholders Group and relevant Working Groups to ensure 

their involvement and contribution as new energy policies are being developed. This also ensures that potential 

impacts on planning and environmental issues are considered at the earliest opportunity and mitigated. Further, 

as reflected in the response to recommendation 6, DfE in conjunction with the Stakeholders Group and Working 

Group will consider appropriate options and actions, including financial penalties, where participants have not 

fully complied with the conditions of the scheme. 

 

PAC Recommendation 8 

 

The Committee recommends that all Departments and their Arm’s Length Bodies are reminded of the 

requirement to share information and discuss the development of new policies across government. This 

work should be facilitated at the centre of government in order to ascertain what datasets exist that could 

and should be shared across government and if there are any legal obstacles in preventing this. 

 

DoF accepts this recommendation. 

DoF will remind departmental Accounting Officers of the requirement to share information and discuss the 

development of new policies across government where appropriate and where they are lawfully permitted to do 

so. DoF would highlight that this would be in line with the approach and the need to work collaboratively across 

government to deliver the Executive’s Programme for Government on an outcomes based approach. 

 

As the Committee has highlighted, there may be legal obstacles to prevent sharing data in certain circumstances. 

However DoF will engage with TEO to consider the best way forward to consider what datasets exist and how 

they could lawfully be shared for specific purposes. The Committee may wish to note however, that DoF have 

been running the Open Data Initiative since 2015. The Open Data Strategy for Northern Ireland, 2020-2022 

seeks to embed a culture of openness and transparency across the Northern Ireland Civil Service by committing 
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Departments to publishing increasing quantities of information as datasets on the OpenDataNI web portal. This 

information is published under an Open Government License which allows for free sharing and re-use of that 

information. All information is published with regard to the relevant information legislation, such as the Data 

Protection Act. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


