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What is district heating? 

UK: Pimlico district heating 
developed to improve air quality 

UK: Bunhill district heating, Islington 
developed to reduce fuel poverty 



Multiple benefits of district heating 
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heating 
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• Improve 
comfort 
and living 
conditions 

• Reduce 
fuel 
poverty 

Only happens under the right business models 



A new role for local authorities? 

Local authorities are well 
placed to facilitate the 

local relationships 
needed to make projects 

happen. 

Local authorities control a 
substantial section of heat 
demand to provide a base 

load for schemes 

 – therefore can retain 
influence in new schemes 

Local authority-owned 
schemes can allow a 

business model with social 
benefits 

Opportunities 



A new role for local authorities? 

Challenges 

• High capital investment required for the infrastructure of pipes 
to be installed. 

• For over 50 years, local authorities have had no role in the 
energy system. 

• Significant cuts to local authority budgets and staff resources. 

 



Research questions 

1. To what extent does fuel poverty feature as a motivation 
for local authority involvement in district heating 
development? 

2. What are the decision criteria local authorities use for 
deciding whether a scheme is viable? Does fuel poverty 
feature? 

3. What are the policy opportunities for encouraging use of 
district heating to alleviate fuel poverty?  



Methods 
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• 12 semi-structured interviews with key stakeholders: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Review of policy environment (which is changeable). 
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Housing Association



Results: How do local authorities value DH? 
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Fuel poverty 
Regeneration of 

housing stock  
Carbon 

reduction 

Regional 
competitiveness 
• e.g. attracting 

industries with low-
carbon heat 

Local economic 
growth and job 

creation 

Revenue 
generation 

Reduction in 
council energy 

bills 



Development Approaches to district heating 
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Motivations vs. decision criteria 

Motivations Decision Criteria 

1. Social 

Regeneration of housing stock  

Fuel poverty 

1. Economic 

Where are opportunities to offer lower-risk, 

financial returns to: 

 Potential investors?   - The local authority? 

2. Environmental 

Carbon reduction 

2. Social 

Can we use ECO funding ? 

Can we add on households to a planned 

commercially competitive scheme? 

3. Economic 

Regional competitiveness e.g. attracting industries 

with low-carbon heat and electricity 

Local economic growth and job creation. 

3. Environmental 

Will the carbon savings offered by a scheme 

reduce costs on the CRC? 



Conclusions 
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• Local authorities one of  the key institutions that can enable 
realisation of the social benefits of district heating. 

• Local authorities have a range of motivations for encouraging 
district heating. 

o Fuel poverty alleviation is often very important. 

• There is a strong ambition in local authorities to take a mixed 
approach to district heating development. 

• At the moment there is a mis-match between strategic 
motivations and the decision criteria they are using on the 
ground. 

o Existing policies are one reason for this mismatch 



Further work 

Doctoral Training Centre in Low Carbon Technologies 

Energy Research Institute 

University of Leeds 

UK  

• How can the capacities of local actors be increased to enable 
realisation of a business models that ensure the social benefits 
of district heating? 

 

• More to understand about planning powers and regulation for 
district heating 

 

• How can capital funding for this infrastructure technology be 
sourced? 



Leeds Heat Planning Tool 
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http://sure-
infrastructure.leeds.ac.uk/
leedsheatplanningtool/ 
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