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ECONOMY, ENERGY AND FAIR WORK COMMITTEE 

ANNUAL ENERGY STATEMENT 

SUBMISSION FROM The Royal Society of Edinburgh 

In light of the inquiry the Economy, Energy and Fair Work Committee is undertaking into 
the Scottish Government’s Annual Energy Statement, I am writing to draw your attention 
to the work that the Royal Society of Edinburgh (RSE) has undertaken on energy issues. 

In June 2019, the RSE launched the findings of its major inquiry into Scotland’s Energy 
Future – the conclusion of a two-year project examining how energy policy for Scotland 
can address the competing challenges of the “energy quadrilemma” – reducing carbon 
emissions, ensuring energy is affordable, providing a secure supply, and achieving 
these goals in a way that is socially and economically just and sustainable. 

Scotland’s Energy Future analyses the governance and regulation of Scotland’s energy 
system, provides context on the historical and current energy landscape, highlights the 
trade-offs that must be balanced when developing policy, and assesses the various 
options open to Scotland to meet its future energy needs. The report – produced using 
the knowledge and experience of an expert Committee of RSE Fellows and prominent 
academics – concludes by presenting 10 recommendations, including the establishment 
of an independent expert advisory commission on energy policy and governance, the 
need for timely decisions to be made on investment, and the requirement for a clearly 
articulated national position on security of supply. 

Renewable Heat 

The RSE welcomes this short and focussed inquiry from the Economy, Energy and Fair 
Work Committee into the development and supply of renewable heat. The Society notes 
that more than half of Scotland’s total final energy consumption (52% in 2016)1 was 
used for heating and that 90% of Scottish households rely on mains gas (79%) or oil 
(11%) for heating.  

In 2017, Scotland produced 5.9% of its non-electrical heat demand from renewable 
sources. While this is a significant increase on the 0.9% figure from 2008, it is still 
someway short of the 11% that the Scottish Government hopes to meet by 2020. It is 
also notable that renewable heat makes up a smaller proportion of gross consumption in 
Scotland than in every single EU28 country, including the UK as a whole (7.4%). The 
EU28 average is 19.5% with Sweden leading the way with 69.1%.2 

Given these realities, decarbonising the heat sector in Scotland is a significant 
challenge. 

The Scotland’s Energy Future report provides an overview of the pros and cons 
associated with the options Scotland may wish to pursue in meeting the goal of 
providing low-carbon or renewable heating, including: 

District heating (page 56-58) 

The report found that use of district heating provides various social benefits, including 
the potential to play a role in alleviating fuel poverty, improving quality of life and utilising 
local sources of warmth in deprived areas. Substantial investment would be required as 

                                                                 
1
 https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/0054/00547632.pdf p7 

2
 https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/0054/00547632.pdf p29 
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there are significant up-front costs and for district heating to be economically viable a 
longer-term policy and regulatory approach would be required.  

Electrification (page 59-61) 

The electrification of heat (and transport) could significantly reduce carbon emissions, 
but only if the electricity is generated from low-carbon sources. A move towards 
electrification would require a significant increase in generating capacity and would need 
substantial additional infrastructure to facilitate the transition.  

Geothermal (page 72-74) 

Geothermal energy could play an important role in providing practical, low-carbon 
energy to those most affected by fuel poverty. When used domestically, geothermal 
energy has minimal carbon footprint, though hotter geothermal sources are often sited 
away from the areas where heat is needed and challenges exists with storage and 
transportation.  

Hydrogen (page 75-77)  

A move from using natural gas to hydrogen on a mass scale is technically feasible, but 
requires significant investment. In order for this move to play a major role in reducing 
carbon emissions, Scotland would also have to substantially increase its renewable 
energy output or be able to rely on carbon capture and storage. Hydrogen production 
and use could improve Scotland’s energy security, but would require the importation of 
methane and considerable additional storage capacity. 

Future Engagement 

The RSE Inquiry Committee would welcome the opportunity to brief the Economy, 
Energy and Fair Work Committee on the findings of its work, including on the options 
available to Scotland to decarbonise the heat sector and the trade-offs inherent in doing 
so. 

 

Approved by Sir Muir Russell KCB FRSE, Inquiry Chair 

 


