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ECONOMY, ENERGY AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

ANNUAL ENERGY STATEMENT 

SUBMISSION FROM Janette Webb, University of Edinburgh Heat and the City 

Research Group 

This inquiry is intended as a “health-check” on the development and supply of renewable 

heat. The Committee is therefore carrying out a short and focussed inquiry, and is asking 

for no more than two pages of written evidence, seeking views on: 

1. Whether the 11% renewable heat target is still appropriate? 

Given that 2020 is less than one year away, there is little to be gained from any changes to 

the target at this stage.  

2. Whether the target is likely to be achieved? 

It seems unlikely that the target can be achieved in the remaining period; a number of 
renewable heat initiatives have LCITP funding1, but there is uncertainty over commissioning 
dates and renewable heat supply. Lessons from the past 5 to 10 years can inform future 
policy.  

3. What the key risks and threats to achieving the target are, and what more can be 
done? 

Progress has been slow across the UK, with the UK CCC 2019 noting that ten years after 
the UK Climate Change Act, there is still no serious plan for decarbonising UK heating 
systems and no large-scale trials have begun for either heat pumps or hydrogen. Take up 
of the RHI has also been relatively slow and prone to mis-use (notably in Northern Ireland); 
there are as yet no plans for an incentive beyond March 2021. 

Given that the main powers over energy markets, taxes and regulation are reserved to 

Westminster, the Scottish Government cannot directly intervene to create a more 

favourable market for renewable heat. UK decisions in relation to the future of the gas grid 

need to be taken in the next few years in order to comply with carbon budgets; UK Clean 

Growth Strategy however has no clear vision for gas, mentioning it only five times in 165 

pages. More information may be in the anticipated 2020 UK Heat Roadmap. Scottish 

Government may then need to revise policy on renewable heat, with future direction 

depending on the potential for development of hydrogen networks for heat in some areas. 

Note however that the Scottish Government Energy Strategy 2017 hydrogen scenario 

concludes that demand for methane gas as input would increase by 60%, raising questions 

about the viability of a methane reforming/CCS route to sustainable heat supply, in the 

context of global market uncertainties, supply chains, skills and financial investment. In 

addition the commercial viability of CCS is as yet unproven, and financial investment in pilot 

projects is small.  
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 https://www.gov.scot/publications/low-carbon-infrastructure-transition-programme-supported-projects-2017/ 
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In the immediate term, Scottish Government can however use devolved powers to reduce 

the need for energy to heat buildings, which will reduce the costs of decarbonising heat and 

act as a means to engage all building owners, raising awareness of the need to move to 

renewable heat systems. Considerable development work has progressed via the Energy 

Efficient Scotland (EES) programme, including work with local authorities to pilot Heat and 

Energy Efficiency Strategies (LHEES) combining building upgrades with plans for low 

carbon heat, and testing use of socio-economic evaluation criteria rather than relying solely 

on the financial case. 

In the next five years, it is essential to implement EES systematically, including creation of a 

central delivery/coordinating body, ideally inside government, as suggested by KPMG 

report2. There is scope, based on responses to EES 2018 consultation, to increase the 

standard and timetable for retrofit of buildings, but this will require investment in local 

authority resources to plan and coordinate area-based programmes with community and 

business sectors. EES pilot projects have highlighted the difficulties of engaging private 

households and SMEs, even when there is local support and low cost loans. Final EES 

policies need to make use of devolved powers including building regulation, land, business 

and council taxes as incentives, and to ensure that a framework for building stock retrofit is 

central to the Scottish National Investment Bank primary goal of securing „net zero‟ 

emissions. 

Local authorities will need more officers to organise local programmes, review progress and 

enforce quality standards/performance guarantees. The programme will require local as 

well as national political leadership and prioritisation, suggesting that a new statutory power 

for local government is central to effective change. Local skilled work, better places and 

welfare can all be secured through this route, using evidence from pilots on what works 

best, & how, in different contexts. This work also develops the technical, economic and 

social foundations for implementing renewable heat systems on a whole building/area 

model. 

Current plans to introduce district heating (DH) regulation are also a valuable means to use 

of larger scale renewable and waste heat sources, such as those associated with mine 

water, or industry. Optimising heat supply from DH developments however requires a 

planned approach and secure, diverse heat loads to make the system economically viable.  

Scottish Government could work collaboratively with local authorities to use the heat map to 

concentrate current investment in DH in a few locations. This should support faster 

development of systems with greater scale economies, flexibility and potential to exploit low 

carbon resources, in comparison with a patchwork of uncoordinated systems3. 

                                            
2
Energy Efficient Scotland: Strategic Outline Case for Proposed Development of a National Delivery 

Mechanism 2019 
3
 Bush, R., Hawkey, D. and Webb J. 2018 Meeting strategic challenges of UK district heating 

www.heatandthecity.org.uk 

 


