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Fuel Poverty Coalition Northern Ireland’s Response to the 

Department for the Economy’s Energy Strategy for Northern  

Ireland Consultation on Policy Options — June 2021 

 

This is the draft response of the Fuel Poverty Coalition (FPC) to the Department for the Economy’s 

Energy Strategy Framework. At the bottom of the Response is the draft Fuel Poverty Coalition 

Manifesto for Warmth that sets out our members’ clear asks of Government.  

 

About The Fuel Poverty Coalition 

 

The FPC was established in 2010 in response to the increasingly serious levels of fuel poverty in 

Northern Ireland. The FPC’s aim is to drive forward the fuel poverty agenda in Northern Ireland in 

terms of both policy and practical initiatives. Members are united by the fact that they wish to 

highlight the urgent action needed to eradicate fuel poverty in Northern Ireland. 

 

Currently, the FPC has a membership base of over 160 members from across Northern Ireland; 

representing businesses, environmental groups, trade unions, the health sector, local councils, 

consumer groups, housing associations, rural support networks, the voluntary and community 

sector, young person’s groups, older person’s groups and faith groups. 

 

Introduction to our Response 

 

To respond to the Energy Strategy Framework the FPC engaged its membership to ensure this 

response fully reflects the rich diversity of experiences that exist within the coalition. A planning 

group designed the approach, and we held a wider virtual meeting where 33 people attended and 

took part in breakout discussions on the Strategy. After the meeting, the document was circulated 

to the full membership for their comments and additions. 

 

From the start the FPC was focused on representing the beneficiaries of its work — the vulnerable 

consumers who are at risk of fuel poverty. We identified three major areas of priority for our 

response: 

 

1. Affordability for consumers. 

2. The practicality of delivery (this is an unprecedented scale of transformation that will 

impact every single household). 
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3. Meaningful engagement with vulnerable consumers and their advocates (bringing people 

with you on the journey). 

 

Why this strategy is important to the Fuel Poverty Coalition 

 

The strategy rightly highlights a desire to place people at the centre of the effort to mobilise the 

whole country to transition to zero carbon. Our primary concern is the vulnerable consumer who 

is either experiencing Fuel Poverty or is at risk of it. Our experience shows that in Northern Ireland 

there are different dimensions to this including these vulnerabilities;  

 

● Those who experience low incomes; 

● Those who are sick, including with illnesses like cancer; 

● Those who are in work but on low pay (the working poor); 

● Those who are in private rented accommodation; 

● Those who live in rural areas, in particular those in isolated rural locations. 

 

We believe that if the strategy properly acknowledges the people in these categories, and if 

energy leaders can reach and bring them along with them, then the chances of success are 

raised. On the other hand, if the strategy fails to genuinely acknowledge and work with this 

grouping then the chances of success are dramatically lower, and indeed could lead to much 

worse outcomes for this group. Risks to this grouping can include them being stranded with 

technology they cannot access, prices they cannot afford, and increasing their carbon footprint 

because they are not engaged.   

 

Our major concern is heat. The greatest energy bill in the home is heat and the greatest carbon 

emissions come from this too. Poorly insulated homes require more heat. Out of date technologies 

use more fuel. 

 

The work to engage ordinary people and especially vulnerable people has no easy solution. We 

know this because our members have been advocating on their behalf for many years and have 

designed and delivered programmes, have assisted Government agencies and Departments  

to reach out to them, and we have administered many of the confusing and flawed support 

programmes that have been “piloted” or patched up over the years.  

 

While we see that this strategy could mark a new departure and introduce a new approach that 

is more systemic and ultimately successful; for that to happen, policy makers and decision makers 

really need to listen.  

 

Affordability 

 

Many of the inevitable solutions in this whole strategy agenda require money — at all levels — 

from the investment in generation, the grid infrastructure, the distribution networks, the localised 

infrastructure down to the insulation of homes and the introduction of low carbon heat sources. 
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The costs will appear in many places — at a strategic level with huge investments, down to the 

money a householder has to spend on buying, installing, and running new systems as well as 

getting the home ready to be able to use those solutions. The inevitable question comes from — 

how is this going to be paid for? What will the impact be on each household? How will those who 

are unable to pay going to be included?  

 

Deliverability  

 

The FPC wants to draw attention to the deliverability of this agenda. We admire and support the 

thrust of the intention. What we want to really drill into is the practicality of it all. We are coming 

from the point of view of the individual vulnerable householder. What does this all mean for them? 

How will they be able to manage their way round all the implications — getting their “whole house” 

ready, making a landlord pay attention to the rules, the quality assurance of the work that is being 

carried out, the reality of using pay as you go meters to run the household energy use? Where is 

the impartial information that tells each household what their best option is and how much it will 

cost to install and run? Where is the information that describes why gas is still being rolled out 

and yet there is no reliable replacement fuel to fill those pipelines? As a nation we are very divided 

between those who are able and those who aren’t and those living in urban settlements and those 

in isolated rural communities. 

 

We also reaffirm the often — forgotten trick of learning from the mistakes and experiences of 

others. We know that the nations closest to us are far ahead on this agenda and they have much 

to share with us on all the aspects we outline in our response. Even here in Northern Ireland, 

there is work to be discovered and integrated such as the work on projects like Energy Cloud and 

RULET projects from Ulster University. 

 

Bringing People With You (Hearts and Minds) 

 

Perhaps the greatest challenge in delivering this agenda is the ability to capture the imagination 

of the public. The changes being proposed mark a transition that will never have been 

experienced since the discovery of fossil fuels several centuries ago. The potential is that many 

are left behind if this is not carefully managed. We articulate the impact on the people that our 

FPC members work with on a daily basis — those who are in vulnerable settings. This is not a 

small minority of people but potentially half of all households in Northern Ireland (remember the 

statistics of fuel poverty have been as high as 50% of households in recent times).  

 

The types of things being talked about here are bamboozling for the ordinary householder.  

Talk of new tariffs, changing technologies, digitising smart controls, implementing whole house 

solutions, heat pumps, hydrogen etc.; These all create points of confusion where there is a high 

potential for people to make crippling mistakes, get ripped off by dodgy installers or unscrupulous 

landlords, or worse, get cut off from electricity supply. The result is a total disengagement from 

participating.  

 

The solution to this is to bring everyone with you on the journey. Have people from all perspectives 
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inside the decision-making process so that any solutions being implemented are already geared 

for success. As you develop short term implementation plans, include diverse voices and react to 

the experiences they are bringing forward.  

 

The Fuel Poverty Strategy 

 

The FPC members are very clear in stating that the Net Zero Energy agenda must work in tandem 

with the long absent and much awaited Fuel Poverty Strategy but to not replace it. We believe 

that a single accountable agenda on Fuel Poverty is essential to implementing actions that are 

directly focused on the vulnerable consumers we represent. We welcome how this Energy 

Strategy document highlights many of the issues that are connected to Fuel Poverty, but we 

believe it falls short in genuinely tackling the depth and breadth of Fuel Poverty in Northern 

Ireland.  
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Fuel Poverty Coalition (FPC) Response to the Five Principles 

outlined in the Strategy Consultation  

1. Placing you at the heart of our energy future: 

 

What the Strategy Says: We will make energy simple for everyone in society and develop 

policies that enable and protect consumers through the energy transition. Affordability and 

fairness will be key considerations in all our policy decisions. 

 

FPC Response: 

 

Affordability 

 

We are informed that the future energy that consumers will use will be different to today. We will 

use much more electricity, we may use emerging energy sources like hydrogen and bio methane, 

and we will use new heating systems in our homes. We have three major concerns: 

 

1. That energy prices will rise for domestic consumers because of the level of investment 

required  

 

2. There will be a huge burden to households paying for house upgrades and new heating 

equipment to support the transition to decarbonisation. 

 

3. The supports available for vulnerable consumers may be insufficient to help them make 

the transition in keeping with the wider population. This includes working poor, those in 

rented accommodation, and those in rural areas. 

 

The Strategy will require significant investment in its different aspects. The FPC is clear there 

should be no unfair distributional effects on consumers for the investment needed in improving 

infrastructure e.g. IT and interconnector.  

 

Our members believe it is very important that the cost of investment is spread beyond just 

electricity consumers. They have concerns over price rises/tariff rates — how will these be 

managed into the future (beyond the hope that greater efficiency will bring prices down)?  

 

Our members want affordability to come up the agenda alongside the obvious attraction and 

promotion of the economic opportunities of a “green economy”.  

 

In relation to affordability and connecting the investment we believe there is scope and opportunity 

to open up new models of energy management — both in terms of generation and consumption. 

One opportunity is making space for community energy projects — both in generation and 

distribution but also in energy management — from efficiency to advice and research. 
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While the ending of Home Heating Oil is being put in place there is a pressing need to protect 

those who are reliant on home heating oil as the only available solution for their circumstances. 

They need to have support to ensure they are being treated fairly and are not being overcharged 

for an increasingly scarce fuel. Government can ensure there are practical supports for heating 

oil consumers to access services that can benefit their interests. It is worth highlighting the 

potential of organisations who provide consumers with support like knowledge, collective 

purchasing and online mechanisms to mimic the Direct Debit arrangement that suppliers offer. 

We encourage you to work with these groups to identify what support they need to be able to do 

this work on behalf of consumers. 

 

Deliverability — Links to other Agendas 

 

The role of energy in the home directly connects to other agendas beyond energy generation and 

consumption. The linkages to other agendas have to be made clear and obvious and not just 

hinted at. This includes social and economic programmes, Health and Social Care, Community 

Development, Child Development and Welfare, and Mental Health. It is important to identify and 

highlight the benefits that can be unlocked for each of these areas?  How will this return for these 

issues? 

 

We highlight public health initiatives like social prescribing that supports wellbeing, GP’s and 

community based health such as Social Work and Mental Health workers. Although already very 

busy, there is a model of Multidisciplinary Care that is based in GP surgeries in communities 

throughout Northern Ireland that can act as a point of contact, as can Community Development 

Networks such as the Rural Community Networks who all have health outreach agendas.  

 

The team responsible for energy policy need to involve Health Trusts and those dealing with acute 

care demands. For example, the Warm and Well Project identifies issues such as how a sudden 

change in circumstances creates a negative impact leaving families and individuals needing 

urgent help. This includes cancer patients — where a diagnosis increases outgoings substantially. 

How can they be considered more holistically in the future policy making?  

 

Costs and Investment Required 

 

There is next to no information on costs in the Strategy. For realistic conversations, buy-in, and 

decisions we need to know how much money is required and then how that might fall on the 

taxpayer and consumers of different energy sources.  

 

Will there be new “heat pump” tariffs in the way they are emerging in other countries? Electricity 

that is more expensive than fossil fuels is not going to work so we will need ways to make 

electricity cheaper and tariffs more agile... (subsidised for fuel poor?) 

 

Visibility of PSO levy. Taxes must be set out separately on bills so that people know what they 

are paying. What is the role of the PSO in the transition? It isn't clear from the paper how all of 

the investments will be paid — will they be paid either by energy consumers or by citizens through 
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general taxation?  Some previous electricity schemes e.g., for renewable energy, were paid for 

only by electricity consumers — this is something to reflect on for future schemes.  

 

The Northern Ireland Sustainable Energy Programme (NISEP) and the Affordable Warmth 

Scheme are two well received albeit constantly threatened programmes of support that are 

available to some consumers. They are important because they do offer some direct support and 

they are a tangible recognition by Government and Energy Industry that the costs of energy 

upgrades are expensive and need to be supported. What will become of the NISEP? What will 

happen to the Affordable Warmth Scheme? Urgent clarity is needed on these programmes and a 

guarantee that the support they provided will be retained or enhanced. The Department for the 

Economy (DfE) must ensure there are no gaps between the current iterations of these schemes 

and any future iterations or alternative schemes.  

 

Social housing is significant in Northern Ireland (55,000 Housing Association Units 85,000 NI 

Housing Executive). Despite its potential cost, there is great potential for mass retrofit with 

economies of scale. This requires a dedicated project that can cope with variability and proper 

financing.  

 

Bringing People With You (Hearts and Minds) 

 

There is no point forcing through this quite radical strategy against people's ability to cope  

with it. Therefore you need to recognise this as a significant barrier and to overcome lack of 

understanding of its complexity. Otherwise this will present a feeling of overwhelm of this being 

done to people and encourage cynicism. Messaging needs to be tried and tested to ensure it 

lands in the right way in the right places and getting it right requires real grassroots working in, 

and with, communities where you can engage directly with households.   

 

The current appropriate term is “co-production” or “co design” where the end user is an integral 

part of the design of the system, they will be part of. Moving beyond a consultation mindset is 

critical to advance the quality and the impact of energy strategies.  

 

It is a luxury for many, if not most people, to make their homes more energy efficient. This is one 

issue competing with many others in people’s lives. To achieve the ambitions of the energy 

strategy there has to be a huge focus on delivering useful and timely information. The amount of 

education and support that has to be given as “soft” interventions is critical. The implications have 

to be set out visually and be easy to understand.  

 

We want you to make it more obvious how communities will be engaged and involved. The 

language of the transition has to include the terminology of a “just transition” to make it clear that 

people are not going to be left behind and that the burden will not fall on those least able to cope 

or pay. This means engaging with the issues experienced by tenants of social housing, people 

living in rural communities, and those in private rented accommodation.  

 

We need to enable communities to get involved in the decision making. More enablers rather than 



8 

protections. Using a model that brings people into energy policy/decision making. — Northern 

Ireland Community Energy Co-Operative as an example.  

 

Summary of Our Key Points in “Placing you at the heart of our energy future”: 

 

● We need to know how much money is required and then how that might fall on the 

taxpayer and consumers of different energy sources. 

 

● The FPC is clear there should be no unfair distributional effects on consumers for the 

investment needed in improving infrastructure. 

 

● How will you address concerns over price rises/tariff rates? 

 

● Our members want affordability to come up the agenda alongside the obvious attraction 

and promotion of the economic opportunities of a “green economy”.  

 

● What is the role of the PSO in the transition?  

 

● Urgent clarity is needed on the future of the NISEP and the Affordable Warmth Scheme. 

 

● Make space for community energy projects — in generation, distribution and energy 

management — from efficiency to advice and research. 

 

● Ensure there are practical supports for heating oil consumers to access services that can 

benefit their interests.  

 

● Leaders of the Energy Strategy implementation must find a way to connect more obviously 

to the Health agenda that is so impacted by a healthy (warm) home.  

 

● The FPC wants to see a principle of “co design” where the end user is an integral part of 

the design of the system, they will be part of and moving beyond a consultation mindset. 

 

● The amount of education and support that has to be given as “soft” interventions is critical. 

The implications have to be set out visually and be easy to understand.  

 

● We want you to make it more obvious how communities will be engaged and involved. 

The language of the transition has to include the terminology of a “just transition” to make 

it clear that people are not going to be left behind and that the burden will not fall on those 

least able to cope or pay.  
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2. Grow a green economy: 

 

What the Strategy Says: We will provide economic opportunities, create new jobs and grow a 

low carbon skills base through innovation and focusing on our competitive strengths. 

 

FPC Response: 

 

We acknowledge how the massive energy transition opens up many opportunities for new 

economic activity, bringing jobs and innovation to Northern Ireland. The history of the sector is 

characterised by a very broad range of experiences for consumers. The industry of supply and 

installation of energy efficiency and renewable products has been largely governed by the grants 

and incentives available. Too often these have been abused with poor quality work and installers 

going out of business when a programme comes to an end. There has been only token attention 

paid to quality and accountability with many of those who have suffered left to sort out everything 

from boiler servicing to removal of poor insulation. 

 

We call for systematic and meaningful industry accreditation for all technologies, including current 

technologies as we are lacking in this field compared to GB. Consumers need to trust the advice 

from an independent body; they also need to trust in the standards/accreditation and responsibility 

of workmanship which needs to be very evident and set from the start. E.g. Trustmark/PAS35. 

We believe that an oversight body should exist with powers to scrutinise the behaviour of this 

industry, to ensure accreditation and standards, to provide impartial but professional advice 

(rather than signposting) and provide accountability in home installations/retrofitting. This service 

is needed at a local level to protect the consumer and to give consumers the confidence to move 

forward in this new direction. 

 

To achieve this, we want to highlight the necessary engagement of all parts of the building  

trade, from mortgaging, policy and regulation, architecture, engineering, quantity surveying, and 

practical construction skills. These all need to be mobilised to ensure that only net zero homes 

are being procured and built in Northern Ireland. This is particularly important for homes in the 

social sector.  

 

As already mentioned, there is little point in implementing green economy solutions with new 

heating technologies if the whole house insulation has not been completed. Without this 

prioritisation we have concerns that the new technologies being offered will introduce new 

vulnerabilities into the market.  

 

Some of the new technologies being discussed (including heat pumps) are difficult to understand 

in layman terms. The information that is lacking includes: 

 

● When are they a good option? 

● How much will they cost to install? 

● How much will they cost to run? 
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● What is their lifespan and what maintenance do they need? 

● What is the actual energy coefficient for my house and how can I work that out? 

● Which brand works best? 

● What size of heat pump should I buy? 

● Who regulates to ensure quality work is done and that there is redress when something is 

done wrong? 

 

A lot of work over the coming years will be carried out with vulnerable people who could be 

persuaded to accept a wrong installation or to pay too much. They will need a considerable 

amount of handholding and support. Those who are interacting with them will need to have the 

skills to do so. Consumers need to trust that those they are talking to know what they are talking 

about and are not going to rip them off. As a result, without it, it is difficult to see how household 

attitudes to risk will change at the level needed for them to choose low carbon/zero carbon tech.  

 

A genuine green economy will not just deliver large scale centralised models of power generation 

but will encourage and enable a diversity of solutions. These, as seen across Europe, can include 

localised models of energy services from community and cooperatively owned power generation 

plants, to micro grids, localised energy supply companies. We welcome the opportunities that this 

strategy presents for creating and enabling these local and innovative solutions.  

 

With regard to skilling up a Green Economy workforce, experience shows that very often those 

opportunities don’t fall to those who need them the most. As the planning for this work advances, 

we underline the need for meaningful engagement with the communities where the work is to be 

carried out. There must be an emphasis on involving young and unemployed workers for 

apprenticeships and hands-on learning, building on work that has already been started in local 

areas. We call for regional balance in the investment in the learning resources. Engagement with 

the Department for Education and Department for Communities is essential. 

 

Summary of Our Key Points on “Grow a Green Economy” 

 

● We call for systematic and meaningful industry accreditation for all technologies, including 

current technologies as we are lacking in this field compared to GB.  

 

● We believe that an oversight body should exist with powers to scrutinise the  

behaviour of this industry, to ensure accreditation and standards, to provide impartial but 

professional advice (rather than signposting) and provide accountability in home 

installations/retrofitting. 

 

● Focus on whole house insulation before all other priorities.  

 

● Ensure that useful and verifiable information is provided in layman terms. Including 

○ Which technology and when is it a good option? 

○ How much will they cost to install? 
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○ How much will they cost to run? 

○ What is their lifespan and what maintenance do they need? 

○ What is the actual energy coefficient for my house and how can I work that out? 

○ Which brand works best? 

○ What size of heat pump should I buy? 

○ Who regulates to ensure quality work is done and that there is redress when 

something is done wrong? 

 

● With regard to skilling up a Green Economy workforce there must be an emphasis on 

involving young and unemployed workers for apprenticeships and hands-on learning, 

building on work that has already been started in local areas. 

 

● We call for regional balance in the investment in the learning resources. Engagement with 

the Department for Education and Department for Communities is essential 

3. Do more with less 

 

What the Strategy Says: We will set clear targets, standards and regulations that drive 

improvements in energy efficiency. Consumers will be supported to invest in buildings and make 

changes that reduce their energy use. 

 

FPC Response: 

 

The FPC welcomes energy efficiency in the strategy and the intention to strive for a target. 

However, our members are concerned that the glossier aspects of energy transition risk 

dominating the agenda and relegating less exciting energy efficiency to a minor role. We are clear 

on this: energy efficiency is the primary and most cost effective method of driving the 

transition. Going further, we understand that most of the aspirations for take up of new heating 

sources are not even viable without having first maximised the energy efficiency of homes. This 

is a profound point worth underlining. We are dismayed that even today new homes are being 

planned and built that are not anywhere near zero energy.   

 

We are very aware that the work on energy efficiency is complicated and very specific to the 

building in question. However, this strategy marks an opportunity to get it right. Too often in the 

past approaches have been confusing, piecemeal, under subsidised, and often done with shoddy 

workmanship. Modelling for an approach is another priority. We have yet to see any modelling 

that stands up to scrutiny — this is a major issue; with existing housing stock 800,000 stock we 

have little qualitative data. House condition survey is limited.  

 

The easy to reach homes have had insulation but no one knows for sure to what extent. Each 

house is different and has had different types of retrofit. The FPC has always advocated a whole 
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house approach to insulation and while it marks a higher initial investment, it pays off over the 

long term.  

 

We propose striking the right balance between mandatory uptake of decarbonising measures and 

incentives to do so. 

 

Cost and Money Concerns 

 

Energy efficiency should always be promoted as the best option for reducing costs and ahead of 

capital investment in new tech. The strategy is lacking any concrete insight to the cost of insulation 

upgrades (it does mention potential for savings), or how it will be paid for. E.g. Solid wall insulation 

is complicated but a necessary part of the mix.  

 

Our members believe that current investment levels in insulation won’t “make a dent” in energy 

efficiency. The Home Energy Conservation Authority (HECA) annual report shows a current 

annual investment of £21million in heating and boiler conversions. This is woefully short of what 

is really required. Cost has always been a barrier to investment in insulation. Programmes tend 

to be very limited in reach, or oversubscribed. They don’t really get to the hard to heat homes, 

especially those requiring solid wall solutions. The NISEP has started a scheme for solid walls 

and its experience needs to be acknowledged.  

 

It is obvious that there will have to be attractive and enduring incentives for all households to start 

with insulation — to bring it up to a standard where heat pumps and other emerging technologies 

are economically viable. Most properties will by now have some insulation work done, which 

means that there is no “one size fits all” approach. Even on a street by street basis homes will 

experience many different types of work having been done and needing to be done. This is going 

to require expertise and careful planning.  

 

What is not clear is who is paying for it? (The investment that is required). The FPC is very clear 

that vulnerable customers  should not be paying for work to be done which could get them further 

into financial difficulty. New financing models are going to be needed to cope with the scale of the 

work needed with incentives driving the investment. If the language around energy efficiency was 

changed from it being a cost to it being an investment, then there is an opportunity to connect 

with other agendas like health and wellbeing, job creation etc  

 

Private Landlords are worth drawing attention to. The current subsidies for upgrades to insulation 

excludes social sector landlords which means there is currently a subset of 150,000 houses not 

catered for. Private landlords are not encouraged to upgrade their home.  The Affordable Warmth 

Scheme and the NISEP now only pay 50% of some costs, leading to very low uptake from private 

landlords. 
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Quality of Work 

 

We acknowledge that efficient heat pumps and other technologies can reduce costs and bring 

savings to the vulnerable consumer.  We feel there is no regard given to quality. Past mistakes 

included insulation being poorly installed, renewable boilers breaking down with no parts or 

maintenance available, mis-sized heat pumps using too much fuel — all causing years of hardship 

to those who were victims. There is no meaningful quality control on the installers nor their work. 

Responsibility for quality has to be an essential part of the energy efficiency plan.  

 

We want there to be an independent body that has oversight and responsibility for ensuring that 

equipment is effective, that workers are skilled, that installations are certified, and that products 

when installed will do what they promise. Such a body has to deliver redress for installations of 

insulation or appliances that are defective in a reasonable timescale. There has to be a means to 

deliver this when organisations go out of business or stop delivering a particular service. Any 

Regulatory frameworks should be holistic across all Government policy making and will also need 

to include green scams e.g. trading standards 

  

Target and measurement  

 

Regarding the target for Energy Efficiency, we note the increasing use of EPC as a useful target 

(not brilliant but most widely known). Getting homes up to EPC B or C has been costed by BRE 

so there is data available. We acknowledge that the EPC is going through changes at the moment. 

We also need to recognise that in some homes there is no prospect of attaining band C or band 

D without major renovation, particularly older homes in rural areas. What will be the plan for these 

homes? There is some sense that EPC certification is not an exact science and that significant 

variations occur depending on who is performing the certification and what recording methods 

they use.  

 

Education and Support  

 

More is needed on education across all groups — both school age and adults. Most ways of doing 

education are not that inspiring. Initiatives like the use of monitoring devices and smart meters 

could help.  

  

In the UK, 41% of people go to google for information but nothing consistent. There is indeed a 

place for a One Stop Shop — not just advice and info but a wraparound support. The key test is 

if consumers can use and understand the advice and are making choices that suit their pocket 

and that deliver carbon savings. We need a lot of careful thought and consideration to build a 

robust and effective One Stop Shop. Accessibility is key.   

 

Summary of Our Key Points on “Do more with less”: 

 

● We are clear: energy efficiency is the primary and most cost effective method of 

driving the transition. Going further, we understand that most of the aspirations for take 
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up of new heating sources are not even viable without having first maximised the energy 

efficiency of homes.  

 

● Modelling for an approach is necessary, based on up to date and rigorous data (currently 

unavailable)  

 

● The FPC has always done so and continues to advocate a whole house approach to 

insulation.  

 

● Strike the right balance between mandatory uptake of decarbonising measures and 

incentives to do so. 

 

● The strategy is lacking any concrete insight to the cost of insulation upgrades (it does 

mention potential for savings), or how it will be paid for. e.g. Solid wall insulation is 

complicated but a necessary part of the mix.  

 

● Our members believe that current investment levels in insulation won’t “make a dent” in 

energy efficiency. 

 

● There will need to be attractive and enduring incentives for all households to start with 

insulation — to bring it up to a standard where heat pumps and other emerging 

technologies are economically viable.  

 

● Vulnerable customers should not be paying for work to be done which could get them 

further into financial difficulty. New financing models are going to be needed to cope with 

the scale of the work needed with incentives driving the investment.  

 

● If the language around energy efficiency was changed from it being a cost to it being an 

investment, then there is an opportunity to connect with other agendas like health and 

wellbeing, job creation etc. 

 

● The current subsidies for upgrades to insulation excludes social sector landlords which 

means there is currently a subset of 150,000 houses not catered for. Private landlords are 

not encouraged to upgrade their home.   

 

● Responsibility for quality has to be an essential part of the energy efficiency plan.  

 

● We want there to be an independent body that has oversight and responsibility for 

ensuring that equipment is effective, that workers are skilled, that installations are certified, 

and that products when installed will do what they promise. 

 

● Any Regulatory frameworks should be holistic across all Government policy making and 

will also need to include green scams e.g. trading standards. 
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● More is needed on education across all groups — both school age and adults. Most ways 

of doing education are not that inspiring. Initiatives like the use of monitoring devices and 

smart meters could help.  

 

● There is indeed a place for a One Stop Shop — not just advice and info but a wraparound 

support.   

4. Replace fossil fuels with indigenous renewables 

 

What the Strategy Says: We will phase out fossil fuels by growing our indigenous renewable 

base and using this to decarbonise power, heat and transport.  

 

FPC Response: 

 

We are concerned that the infrastructure investments required to enable the movement of 

electricity from where it is generated to where it is needed have been a significant barrier in the 

past and need investment. Associated with this is the need to guarantee supply during times of 

low generation. This leads to the issue of contracts for difference. It is critical that capacity remains 

in the overall grid for these times. However, the additional cost associated with that is a significant 

risk to the domestic consumer. 

 

Issue of strike price and contracts for difference (variability of cost of supply) — implications for 

relying on consistent renewable supply — this presents a future vulnerability in the cost of 

electricity wholesale prices. 

 

Our members are concerned that the plans for gas and the gas network are theoretical with little 

evidence that they will ever be a mainstream solution. We recognise that it is technically feasible 

and that much of our existing gas network can accommodate an increasing shift to hydrogen and 

biogas, we are not all convinced that the fuel will be available to make use of it. We understand 

that hydrogen can be an energy intensive fuel to produce. We have seen no evaluation of the 

cost of hydrogen to the consumer and are concerned that this might result in increased heating 

costs.  We ask that careful and realistic consideration is given as to whether it is economically 

sensible to continue to invest in the roll out of new gas infrastructure.  

 

The move away from oil fired heating is going to be difficult to achieve — even if there was an 

obvious and easy technology to move to. There is no certainty for consumers right now and 

potentially they will be asked to make significant changes to what they have been used to doing 

for decades. This is a live issue as each year in the social housing sector upwards of  1800 boilers 

are replaced annually. Even necessary upgrades to domestic appliances such as cookers will act 

as a barrier. Many households will be wary of committing to this as it is such an unproven 

technology with no history of stable pricing. The solution to this will be evidence of convenience, 

of cost saving and a hand-holding process. It's worth highlighting how setting an end date for 
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fossil fuel boilers in homes and implementing a date for the changes has been done in GB and 

ROI and has had a major impact on triggering industry response. 

 

In the past there have been regulatory and infrastructure barriers to local groups coming together 

to create local energy solutions at the local scale. We see this new push for indigenous 

renewables to provide a much needed opportunity to encourage and enable innovation and 

creativity from within Northern Ireland.  

 

Summary of Our Key Points on “Replace fossil fuels with indigenous renewables”: 

 

● Our members are concerned that the plans for gas and the gas network are theoretical 

with little evidence that they will ever be a mainstream solution. 

 

● We have seen no evaluation of the cost of hydrogen to the consumer and are concerned 

that this might result in increased heating costs.   

 

● We ask that careful and realistic consideration is given as to whether it is economically 

sensible to continue to invest in the roll out of new gas infrastructure.  

 

● A huge effort is required for those reliant on heating oil — in terms of education, hand 

holding, and financial support. 

 

● In the past there have been regulatory and infrastructure barriers to local groups coming 

together to create local energy solutions at the local scale. 

 

● We see this new push for indigenous renewables to provide a much needed opportunity 

to encourage and enable innovation and creativity from within Northern Ireland.  

 

5. Create a flexible and integrated energy system:  

 

What the Strategy Says: We will create a flexible, smart and digitised energy system that 

integrates renewables across heat, power and transport, creates value for consumers and 

enhances security of supply. 

 

FPC Response: 

 

We understand the drive for the enhanced efficiency that digitisation can bring for those who are 

technologically capable and benefits for those who are generating on their own properties. Our 

concern, though, extends to those who are less capable and indeed for those who are vulnerable, 

including older people, those in areas of poor connectivity, and those who have no experience in 

using advanced digital controls.  
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Northern Ireland sufferers from a digital divide — both in terms of availability and affordability of 

broadband. For this technology driven aspect of the strategy, there is a real linkage to the rollout 

of broadband. It is essential that the broadband rollout occurs before people are further limited 

and disadvantaged by the absence of broadband. 

 

Most electricity consumers in Northern Ireland use pre-payment meters. Many of those who 

purchase oil do so using oil stamps and voucher schemes. Pre-payment meters as they are now 

cannot accommodate heat pumps. This agenda introduces a new vulnerability. This has to be 

taken seriously. For example, if someone is unable to afford credit for their meter — will their 

heating system be disconnected? 

 

In the past people who could not afford fuel bills could use a tie-over of buying one barrel of oil or 

buying a bag of coal. This option will no longer be available. How can the new technologies enable 

micropayments for access to energy? 

 

There is a need for targeted awareness campaigns to actually reach people to successfully 

persuade them to adopt the new technologies and to teach them how they operate and what 

benefits they can bring. This will be time and effort intensive. People who don’t engage with 

updated technology end up paying more, which we ultimately want to avoid. We realise that it is 

in everyone's interest to get people to sign up. This will require ‘Advice advice advice’ with a 

consistent message. This message should be unified coming from multiple creditably  sources 

i.e. advice sector public sector housing sector health sector. This is an area where we can observe 

learning from GB and we would be foolish not to look at this!  

 

We believe there is huge scope for variable tariffs on wind availability peak times.  

Summary of Our Key Points on “Create a flexible and integrated energy system”:  

 

● Pre-payment meters as they are now cannot accommodate heat pumps.  

 

● It is essential that the broadband rollout occurs before technology is the mainstream option 

for managing energy use. 

 

● How can the new technologies enable micropayments for access to energy to mimic how 

people consume energy today? 

 

● There is a need for targeted awareness campaigns to actually reach people to 

successfully persuade them to adopt the new technologies and to teach them how they 

operate and what benefits they can bring.  

 

● This is an area where we can observe learning from GB. 

 

Response submitted by: Jamie Miller, Policy and Campaigns Officer, Fuel Poverty Coalition Northern 

Ireland. Email: Jamie.Miller@nea.org.uk.  
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