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Bright Blue call for evidence on The Future of the Gas Network  
 

Q. Which technologies provide the greatest potential for 

decarbonisation of heat, and how can they be better supported? 

We need a range of technologies if we are to achieve widespread decarbonisation. There is no silver bullet.  

There is a need to build awareness of the available technologies amongst all property owners. The heterogeneous 

nature of the housing stock means that a technology agnostic approach is needed, and it is essential that policy 

supports the right solution in the right situation. This means that electric heating, gas-based heating and biomass 

derived solutions are likely to be needed in our low carbon future. A variety of technologies will be needed to suit 

the consumer and the range of property types. A smart, connected home will need to be capitalised in any scenario.  

Heat pumps are an important technology in the decarbonisation of heat. Bioenergy can also provide affordable 

and sustainable alternative to fossil fuel heating, particularly in rural areas. Biomass is becoming an increasingly 

important part of the UK's future energy mix, demand for energy crops is far outstripping production. Bioenergy 

can be stored inter-seasonally and can come from a wide range of sources for example sawdust and saw milling 

by-products, energy crops, food waste and waste wood as well as locally sourced, sustainable timber production. 

The diversity of bioenergy sources can help to ensure energy security and protect against volatile energy prices.  

New innovative solutions such as Hydrothermal Carbonisation (HTC), Pyrolysis and Gasification can also offer 

opportunities to utilise waste feedstocks to produce products (syngas, bio-oils and solid fuels). Waste feedstocks 

should be taken advantage of where possible. These processes produce value-added products, lower carbon 

emissions and reduce the amount of waste going into landfill – promoting a circular economy. In addition, these 

processes can produce waste heat which can be used to heat homes and buildings linked to heat networks.  

Zero carbon technologies exist today, so whilst there is a role for some transitional technologies, government 

should be encouraging ‘zero emission technologies’ now. By installing zero emission technologies now, it is 

possible to reduce the need to incrementally fit new solutions and thus lower the cost of the transition.  

No regrets options can and should be taken now whilst the Government is researching decisions on the options for 

longer term pathways to decarbonisation. To reduce heating emissions, we need to: reduce demand, improve 

heating system design and operation, and decarbonise heat production. These are outlined below.  

Reducing Heat Demand 

A ‘whole house’ approach is founded on the principle of ‘wrap then heat’ and should be adopted when considering 

heating system retrofit. Increasing the energy efficiency of the building fabric helps to maximise the gain from 

efficient heating solutions. This is true of all heating systems. Reducing heat loss from buildings by ensuring that 

homes are well insulated can have significant effect on the overall investment cost of any heating system. As less 

heat is required to provide comfort in homes and can reduce annual bills, the installed capacity requirement of the 

heat generator is lower. Both help to overcome some of the upfront cost barrier.  See below Error! Reference 

source not found. for the relationship between capacity and capital cost. Homes that are well-insulated reduce 

the impact on the network and this can ultimately reduce the cost of transmission and distribution network 

reinforcements and additional capacity, further reducing the cost.  
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Figure 1 - Capital cost against capacity 

 

Improving Heating System Design and Operation 

Ensuring heating systems run as efficiently as possible is key to achieving a decarbonised energy future. Improving 

efficiency of heating systems and minimising losses means that systems can operate more economically, lowering 

both emissions and consumer’s bills.  

The recently introduced Boiler plus policy offers1 an example of how regulation can be used to ensure efficiency 

and best practice. SEA supports a staged, pathway approach like Boiler Plus as it can improve heating system 

efficiency through a series of staged improvements in installation practice that will ultimately pave the pathway 

for future low carbon heating systems.  Renewable technologies such as heat pumps, need to be encouraged and 

these low water temperature options can deliver significant energy savings compared with higher temperature 

systems. Lowering operating temperatures can help to reduce bills, ensure that systems operate efficiently and 

enable low temperature systems to be installed in the future more easily.  

New heating systems are likely to be installed around once every 10-15 years so the opportunity to make the 

system as efficient as possible must be taken otherwise it will normally be lost for at least another decade.  

The significant progress made in digitisation will be key in ensuring that heating systems run optimally. The use 

of smart technologies can alleviate some of the operating cost burden on consumers and also help engage them in 

management of their energy use. ‘Able to pay’ consumers need clarity on the value that can be extracted from 

acting on energy efficiency or renewable heat measures. The move toward a smarter and flexible energy market 

enabling the greater use of demand side response (through a combination of renewable technologies and battery 

storage for instance) will help consumers to realise that value.  This will make a move to electrification of heating 

more economically viable for a greater number of consumers. 

Zero emission heating in new build now 

The building of a house is the optimum time to get the fabric, insulation and heating system right, so the building 

of new houses presents a significant opportunity. The upcoming Part L review provides an excellent opportunity 

to implement changes. Low carbon heating systems must be installed in new build. This market is the obvious one 

to target as when a building is being constructed it is the cheapest time to design and install a clean, low carbon 

heating system. It is also the time when there will be no disruption for householders, so it overcomes the ‘hassle 

factor’ often associated with installing low carbon heating.  Targeting the new build market will also be an 

important way of developing the clean heating supply chain. Barriers to uptake of low carbon heating include 

                                                           
1 https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/heat-in-buildings-the-future-of-heat  
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perception of disruption of installation and hassle which are not present in new build dwellings therefore starting 

in new build makes the most sense. 

There is significant opportunity for cost down in deploying low carbon heating systems in the new build sector. 

Non-equipment cost such as installation costs can be reduced, as there is no requirement to remove the current 

system, which can halve the labour time and cost. Where there are several homes with similar specifications, the 

units can be standardised and purchased at volume which can reduce the upfront cost of equipment. Future proofed 

heat emitters can be fitted, further reducing installation costs.  

Low temperature systems should be installed as standard in highly efficient new build homes and building 

regulations should be used to drive improved standards for new buildings. Fabric efficiency in new buildings lag 

far behind leading best practice and new homes in the UK are allowed three times the heat demand of ‘Passivhaus’ 

standards.23 Increasing standards in new builds avoids the need for costly retrofit in the future and reduces the 

extent to which new buildings will further add to our carbon emissions.  

Technology choice should be suited to the building specifications in question. Enabling a whole house approach 

where many technologies are integrated to run optimally including battery technology is very important for the 

decarbonisation of heat and near zero emission technologies.  

When it was published in 2017 the Clean Growth Strategy provided a much-needed signal to the low carbon 

industry that the future was low carbon and the Government as committed to this. However, the recent decision in 

July 2018 to continue to support the use of oil boilers within the Energy Company Obligation despite the initial 

proposal to remove support and support for this from the majority of respondents, is inconsistent with delivery of 

the Clean Growth Strategy and has caused uncertainty in the sector about the Government’s commitment to Clean 

Growth. This is a significant concern and businesses in the low carbon sector await further policy announcements 

anxiously.  

Incumbency risk 

Market incumbents often have the funding and resources to have stronger representation and ability to influence 

policy, which could be a barrier to growth and innovation in emerging markets. Government needs to ensure that 

engagement is open and wide-reaching. The oil and gas sector of the heating market is one such example. 

A recent report by Exeter University4 concluded that “incumbents are supportive of heat decarbonisation pathways 

and approaches which maintain similar business practices in the future and are not opposed to decarbonisation per 

se. However, it is very uncertain whether a decarbonisation pathway which maintains a gas-based heat system will 

allow the UK to meet its decarbonisation targets while creating a secure and equitable energy system. The 

promotion of a high gas pathway could therefore inadvertently lead to the UK missing its decarbonisation goals. 

We are also concerned that the emergence of the hydrogen pathway, which has been heavily promoted by 

incumbents, will detract from the need for other technologies and approaches to decarbonise heat including energy 

efficiency, heat pumps and district heat networks. It is therefore important that policy makers do not pick a 

hydrogen pathway too early, based on too little evidence about which approaches to decarbonisation of heat are 

optimal.” 

The SEA acknowledges the potential that technologies to decarbonise the gas grid could play in decarbonising 

heat. However, we share the concerns highlighted in the Exeter University report that they are partly being 

promoted as a defensive strategy by fossil fuel industry incumbents. The SEA is technology agnostic and believes 

that Government should support careful demonstrations of, and research into, technologies which have the 

potential to decarbonise the gas grid, and compare the economic, environmental and other performance measures 

of such demonstrations with more established low carbon heat technologies.   

                                                           
2 Incumbency in the UK heat sector and implications for the transformation towards low-carbon heating Richard Lowes, Bridget 

Woodman, Matthew Clark 
33 http://erpuk.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/ERP-Heating-Buildings-report-Oct-2016.pdf  
4 Incumbency in the UK heat sector and implications for the transformation towards low-carbon heating Richard Lowes, Bridget Woodman, 
Matthew Clark, May 2018  
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About the Sustainable Energy Association: 

In a world of finite resources, the Sustainable Energy Association exists to help create living and working spaces 

fit for future generations. Our work seeks to align the interests of business, politicians and consumers to make this 

a reality. We are industry leaders in energy in buildings. We are technology agnostic and provide objective, 

evidence-based policy positions which help shape how we think about, generate and use energy. We are 

constructive, collaborative and committed to achieving our vision, by ensuring that buildings are energy efficient, 

low carbon and warm. 

The Sustainable Energy Association (SEA) is a member-based industry body. We draw on our wide-ranging 

membership from manufacturers of energy saving technologies and heating systems to housing associations and 

finance providers with an interest in sustainable energy.  SEA member’s manufacture, distribute, install, retail or 

regulate a range of technologies, they also own and manage homes, supply energy and provide finance to those 

wanting to invest in low carbon energy saving, sustainable measures. We take an objective ‘whole building, 

technology agnostic approach’ that recognises that there is no single solution to the energy challenges faced by 

the UK.  

 

 

For more information please contact: Lesley Rudd  lesley.rudd@sustainableenergyassociation.com 
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