
Dr Keith MacLean OBE 
Managing Director 
Providence Policy 
– Written call for evidence submission 

1. What are the primary trends and challenges currently affecting the UK’s gas 
network? 

 
The primary challenges facing the gas network and heat policy are in relation to 
decarbonisation. This includes its potential role in context of addressing our climate 
change targets and the emergence of different, alternative technologies. At present 
however, there is no viable alternative to decarbonising the gas network. 

 
2. What should be the key priorities and aims for reforming the UK’s gas network? 
 

The priorities going forward should be to lay out a pathway for decarbonising heat over 
the next 20- 40 years. Action should be taken now to ensure that by the middle of the 
next decade the Government is in a place to decide on a clear direction. This includes 
whether to decommission or convert the gas network.   
 
In the immediate term, the government should support initiatives that will inform future 
decisions. This involves significant demonstration at scale, for example on the level of at 
least 10,000 homes. With hydrogen specifically highlighted as a potential option, it must 
be demonstrated in practice, both in terms of what a hydrogen system would look like 
and how it is going to be sustainably produced.  
 

3. How can the convergence of the gas network with other networks and sectors be 
enabled and accelerated? 

 
With the power sector increasingly reliant on renewables, the development of low 
carbon gas, such as hydrogen, offers the potential for greater flexibility. Gas, potentially 
produced from renewables, could be stored and used as a backup for times of peak 
demand. This would improve flexibility of the system through the ability to balance 
supply and demand, with more flexible systems offering greater potential value for 
money. 
 
There are also opportunities in relation to the waste sector. The production of BioSNG 
from municipal, landfill waste offers a potential convergence. However, the scale of 
demand that can be met from this is limited. Greater BioSNG production may contradict 
other aspects of waste policy, such as reducing waste or recycling, as BioSNG 
expansion would require large, stable and potentially increasing volumes of black-bag 
waste. This may encourage complacency, harming progress and incentives to reduce 
waste. 

 
4. Which technologies provide the greatest potential for decarbonisation of heat, 

and how can they be better supported? 
 

Current discussion has focused on various technologies in principle and not in practice. 
No specific technology should be ruled out at present, until the implications of different 
pathways are understood after sufficient testing.  



 
5. What are the barriers to and opportunities for public and private investment in the 

upgrading of the gas network? 
 

At present, the cost of natural gas is (too) low, and low carbon alternatives cannot 
compete. All low carbon alternatives are currently more expensive in terms of capital 
and/or running costs. An untargeted carbon price to address this would risk increasing 
fuel poverty.  
 
Increasing energy costs will be a significant barrier politically, as a result, there will be a 
need to manage consumer expectations or to look at alternative means of funding.  
 

6. How can the costs of gas for consumers be controlled and even reduced at the 
same time as upgrading the gas network? 

 
A ‘prospective’ carbon price scheduled for the distant future, may offer some potential, 
however the costs of this should be considered against more direct intervention. Greater 
government management may provide clarity to allow the market, and low-carbon 
supply chains, to develop, similar to developments in the offshore wind sector.  
 
To mitigate the increased costs for the consumer of any transition, there will need to be 
some form of parallel government intervention to address fuel poverty. 

 
7. What policies should the Government reform or introduce to upgrade the gas 

network? 
 

A key concern for the future of the gas network is governance of the heat sector, and 
securing the correct structures going forward. Information will need to be gathered 
initially, before any subsequent rollout.  
 
Any transition will need to learn from the smart meter rollout, whilst adapting to the 
different context of networked, highly regulated industries. The smart meter rollout was 
not a centrally administered rollout region-by-region. Any rollout for the gas network, 
hydrogen for example, would require a street-by-street approach, given the nature of 
gas supply. Significant prior investment would be required in all sectors of the network. 
 
Investment in low carbon solutions will require clear signals to indicate the direction of 
travel and facilitate the provision of prior infrastructure requirements. Investment will not 
be made ahead of need due to uncertainty surrounding the ultimate level of demand.    

 


