
 

 

 

The Future of the Gas Network: CPRE submission 
CPRE work locally and nationally to protect, shape and enhance a beautiful, thriving countryside for 
everyone to value and enjoy. As a charity with about 60,000 members, a branch in every county, over 200 
district groups and more than 2,000 parish council members, we have long had an interest in decisions that 
affect our energy and heating infrastructure, and the implications this has for those living in rural 
communities. 

Below we provide our thoughts on Bright Blue’s call for evidence on the future of the UK gas network. This 
is not structured according to the outlined questions, but is based on our policy and research relevant to 
the submission. It covers three areas that are our primary concerns in the future of the gas network: 

1. That rural communities often face the highest bills for energy and heating, yet have the poorest 
household efficiency 

2. That, as a double effect, rural communities also have to face the majority of new energy 
infrastructure required to heat and power our homes. Of particular note are the recent proposals to 
fast-track fracking through the planning system, which CPRE believe is an assault on local democracy 

3. That we believe any strategy on the future of the gas network should prioritise energy efficiency, 
and look to roll-out small-scale, affordable technologies, to heat our homes. We have referred to 
examples in a recent report of ours to demonstrate this feasibility 

Fuel poverty in rural areas 

There are around 2.5 million fuel poor households in England. Research that we undertook in 2017 with 
National Energy Action found that people living in rural areas are paying 55% more on their fuel bills than 
their urban counterparts, who live in more efficient housing stock. Homes in rural areas are more likely to 
have solid walls, are much harder to treat, and as a result are five years behind the energy efficiency of 
urban areas. As a result, incidences of fuel poverty are much higher in rural areas. 

In addition, energy efficiency initiatives such as the Energy Company Obligation (ECO), which focuses on 
measures such as boiler improvements, are currently inadequate, and fail to give attention to the unique 
situation in rural areas. As a result, rural areas only receive a fraction of current government support for 
energy efficiency measures. It is encouraging, however, that the latest phase of ECO will focus on 
affordable warmth. We hope that this focus will have a powerful effect in both addressing fuel poverty and 
tackling climate change. 

The government has reneged on many of its former initiatives to address energy efficiency in current and 
new housing stock, which CPRE believes should be a national infrastructure priority. The loss of the Zero 
Carbon Homes standard and the Green Deal without any replacement has made the drive towards energy 
efficiency substantially more difficult. Indeed, there has been a collapse in energy efficiency installations 
since the end of the Green Deal, and there is still no policy framework available for those wanting to 
upgrade their homes. This leaves rural communities continuing to struggle with fuel poverty and a lack of 
support to act on it. Any strategy on the future of the gas network needs to take into account the acute 
problem facing rural communities in heating their homes, and the specific and tailored measures required 
to support them. 

Rural communities deal with the majority of new energy infrastructure, such as fracking 

As well as bearing the brunt of the fuel poverty crisis, rural communities have to deal with the majority of 
new energy infrastructure that is required to heat and power our homes. CPRE take a precautionary 
approach to new energy infrastructure – once energy demand has been reduced, we want to see affordable, 

https://www.theguardian.com/uk-news/2017/aug/19/rural-areas-suffer-worst-fuel-poverty-insulation-energy-prices
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/business/2018/04/08/government-cools-energy-efficiency-ambition-400-years/
https://www.theguardian.com/business/2018/apr/15/uk-government-inaction-citizens-advice-insulating


 

 

 

small-scale, low-carbon technologies rolled out with people at the heart of this transition. This would help 
to tackle climate change, the most urgent and complex issue facing the countryside today, while securing 
trust from the communities experiencing and adopting these new changes. 

Unfortunately, the government is currently taking the opposite tone with their plans to fast-track fracking 
for shale gas through the planning system. These measures prop up a fossil fuel industry which has no 
economic, social and environmental licence, and cumulatively, would significantly reduce the ability of 
rural communities to have a say on whether fracking takes place or not. 

CPRE’s position on fracking is that it should be stopped unless it can be clearly demonstrated that it would: 

 not lead to unacceptable cumulative harm, whether for particular landscapes or on the English 
countryside as a whole 

 be carefully controlled by effective systems of regulation and democratic planning, which are 
adequately resourced at both local and national levels 

 help secure the radical reductions in carbon emissions required to comply with planning policy and 
meet legally binding climate change targets 

Since taking this position, the evidence has grown against the government’s policies to promote fracking, 
particularly in relation to its impacts on climate change and on its future role in the gas network1. Not only 
does the evidence point away from fracking as a solution for our long term heating needs, but it has secured 
minimal support from rural communities, and ultimately we should turn to other options. 

A future strategy for the gas network should prioritise energy efficiency and small-scale, affordable, 
low carbon technologies 

Our 2015 report, ‘Warm and Green’, finds that we could reduce carbon emissions from homes by 44% by 
upgrading our homes, reducing the need for new energy infrastructure. For this to happen, low-carbon 
development should be a planning objective, and fully funded energy efficiency initiatives that make up for 
the loss of the Green Deal and Zero Carbon Homes need to be rolled out as quickly as possible. As energy 
efficiency alone will not help us to reach our climate change targets, we support and advocate a future 
heating network where community energy is an objective of energy policy, and small-scale technologies 
such as solar water heating and heat pumps are promoted and supported.  

The 2015 report also interviewed a range of rural householders who had installed measures either for 
reducing heat loss (such as adding insulation, improving windows and fixing draughts) or renewable energy 
(such as heat pumps, biomass boilers and solar panels). These serve as examples of heating solutions that 
ought to be promoted and supported when considering a future for the gas network.  

Rather than promoting unnecessary and unwanted forms of energy generation such as through shale gas, the 
government should be bold and ambitious in their vision of a future heating network, taking into account 
the distinct needs and concerns of rural communities and working with them to remove the barriers to 
effective rural energy solutions. 

                                                           
1 A report from the National Infrastructure Commission (NIC) made no mention on fracking in its chapter on energy, 
instead focussing on the need for the rollout of heat pumps and district heating technologies. It stated that “burning 
natural gas for heating and hot water is not a long term option”. The recent National Grid Energy Scenarios found that 
the energy scenarios which reached the 2050 climate targets had no shale gas. Finally, Climate Change Committee 
Chair Lord Deben has recently stated, “The Government has accepted a carbon budget which will not allow gas for 
generation in 2030, which makes fracking impossible.” 
 

https://www.cpre.org.uk/what-we-do/energy-and-waste/fracking/item/4900-why-we-need-to-stop-fracking
https://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/energy-and-waste/item/3903-warm-and-green
https://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/energy-and-waste/climate-change-and-energy/item/4643-energy-scenarios-research
https://www.cpre.org.uk/resources/energy-and-waste/climate-change-and-energy/item/4643-energy-scenarios-research

