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About Us  
The Centre for Sustainable Energy (CSE) is a charity (charity 298740) supporting people and organisations across the UK to tackle the climate emergency and end the suffering caused by cold homes. We do this by sharing our knowledge, practical experience, and policy insights. For over 40 years, we’ve helped pioneer and support community action on energy. 
We support individuals, communities and organisations to take practical action on energy, alongside research and analysis to inform local and national plans and policy. We have a combination of community, technical and research expertise, giving us a nuanced and multifaceted perspective of the energy system.
We take a holistic approach to energy system transformation, including the power that is created by bringing communities together with other enabling actors (planners, distribution system operators, local authorities, investors and supply chains).  
We have a strong track-record of collaboration and capacity-building in the community energy sector. As far back as 2010 CSE co-founded the Community Energy Practitioners Forum (as a precursor to Community Energy England) and today we’re proud to be working with Community Energy England, Scotland and Wales, Ashden, and for Renewables in Northern Ireland to lead a new UK-wide flagship Community Energy Learning Network funded by the National Lottery’s Climate Action .  We are also managing Bristol City Leap’s £1.5m Community Energy Fund. 


 (
Our key recommendations in relation to this call to evidence are as follows: 
The government needs to develop an accessible, nationwide and joined-up approach to scaling 
c
ommunity 
e
nergy, through provision of a comprehensive 
c
ommunity 
e
nergy support programme that:
R
ecognises the need for capacity support for local community organisations to develop and bring forward new community energy initiatives 
–
 not simply capital grants for project infrastructure
.
A
ctively encourages and supports the development of project in all areas – particularly disadvantaged areas where fewer projects have historically arisen
.
is designed to broker, incentivise and facilitate partnerships between communities, the private sector and local authorities.
A review of the regulatory environment is needed, specifically restrictions which currently prevent 
c
ommunity 
e
nergy organisations from developing business models that such as peer-to-peer trading, aggregated flexibility services (at community scale) and microgrids.
The government’s 2030 Clean Power Plan commitments need to explicitly recognise the social and community benefit of 
c
ommunity 
e
nergy schemes. Specifically, in relation to grid connections reform, connection criteria 
need to 
ensure the added social and community value of 
c
ommunity 
e
nergy schemes and local authority
-
led projects 
is adequately
 taken into account when projects are competing for access to grid connection capacity.
A
 
community energy 
export guarantee 
is needed 
i.e. providing a route to market and revenue certainty for smaller generation schemes, like how the contracts for difference regime operates for developments of over 5 MW.
National Planning policy should be amended to define community energy proposals, allowing the local social and economic benefits of community energy projects to be taken into account as material considerations in planning decisions.
Planning guidance at all levels needs to 
acknowledge the benefit
s
 of community energy
:
Official guidance and support mechanisms for neighbourhood planning groups should 
highlight
 the potential to develop community energy projects and cross reference the support and funding available
L
ocal authorities should be required to 
consider
 supportive policies for community energy
 in Local Plans
; and,
Community energy groups should be 
key stakeholders consulted and involve in the development of Local Area Energy Plans.
)

1. How could the Local Power Plan to be produced by Great British Energy build upon existing community energy support schemes, such as the Community Energy Fund?  
First and foremost, the Community Energy Fund needs to be extended until the Local Power Plan is rolled out, and then there needs to be a clear and long-term commitment to support the development of the sector. 
The ad hoc and patchwork nature of current community energy support schemes, and absence of long –term certainty around the support available is a significant barrier to entry for a lot of the communities that we work with. 
The Local Power Plan should build-upon and be designed in conjunction with the stakeholders that have been involved with the Community Energy Fund as well as predecessor funds (i.e. the Rural and Urban Community Energy Funds - RCEF[footnoteRef:2]/UCEF[footnoteRef:3]) and other current funding support initiatives (like the Community Energy Learning Network[footnoteRef:4]) to ensure there is an accessible nationwide and joined-up approach to scaling community energy.  [2:  https://communityenergyengland.org/pages/rural-community-energy-fund-rcef-resource-bank ]  [3:  www.gov.uk/guidance/urban-community-energy-fund ]  [4:  www.cse.org.uk/my-community/community-projects/energy-learning-network/ ] 

It will also be important that the approach developed overcomes the challenges that many groups have in getting started. At present submitting a decent Community Energy Fund funding application is a pretty high bar for novice organisations.  
We believe there is a need for a dedicated support service for community organisations, particularly in areas of higher deprivation, that supports them to develop and bring forward new community energy initiatives.
This should not be a highly centralised service but should be delivered by those who understand local context and need. We think DESNZ’s Net Zero Energy Hubs are well placed to manage support to community organisations and the wider knowledge, relationships and remit that they have for energy planning and project development is a real asset. 
Future support and approaches need to broker, incentivise and facilitate partnerships between communities, the private sector and local authorities. We see huge potential for such partnerships, but substantial time and resources need to be invested to make them attractive, equitable, and worthwhile. There are presently quite a few gaps here.
Finally, we would just like to highlight the importance of investing in the foundations of community energy - people and organisations not just projects. The time to do that is now to stand any chance of meeting the government’s 2030 objectives meaningfully. 
2. How should the energy market and licensing regulations be reformed to enable community energy projects to sell the electricity that they generate to local customers, without the current barriers, and be properly remunerated for doing so? What lessons can be learnt from other jurisdictions?  
We can see the benefits of community energy projects, and others, being able to sell the electricity they generate to local customers in terms of community engagement and building support for renewable energy. 
In almost all the communities we’ve engaged with, we found a strong appetite for ensuring that increasing local renewable energy generation supports local self-sufficiency, independence and resilience.[footnoteRef:5]   [5:  www.cse.org.uk/my-community/future-energy-landscapes-in-action/
] 

From what we’ve seen, providing a mechanism through which people can buy locally generated electricity would help build public support to increase local deployment of renewable energy generally as well as supporting community energy business models.  
Linking local energy generation to local demand can also have the effect of locally balancing the grid within an area, reducing the need for (and the energy wasted) in transmission.
Having stated this, these benefits must be balanced against the need to keep energy costs affordable and fair for all consumers.
We recommend that government review regulatory restrictions which prevent the development of services like peer-to-peer trading  and microgrids. 
The regulatory environment needs to more easily enable established community energy projects to develop and operate scalable and sustainable business models including enabling the sale of electricity locally.  

3. How could existing government support mechanisms, such as the Smart Export Guarantee, provide community energy projects with more financial certainty?  
Overall, it is a significant concern to us that it seems increasingly difficult to develop community-scale projects. It is critical that there is ‘clear route to market’ for community energy projects. Otherwise, the government risks wasting everyone's time. 
The market structures for renewable energy increasingly mean that in many cases only large-scale projects are viable. This affects the whole renewable energy sector but especially affects the community energy sector.
The Smart Export Guarantee doesn’t provide the security needed to access finance or investment. It neither offers a reasonable minimum tariff price or minimum contract length.
With the continued reduction in the cost of generating renewable energy, there is no need for subsidies to be provided to the community energy sector. However, we would like to see an export guarantee for smaller sites i.e. providing a route to market and revenue certainty for smaller generation schemes, like how the contracts for difference regime operates for developments of over 5 MW. This would enable many groups to make an investment case for projects.
Acknowledging that a balance must be struck between supporting community energy development and ensuring best value for all consumers, we therefore broadly support Community Energy England’s call for a community energy export guarantee with a negotiated floor price guaranteed over 20 years, underwritten by government. 
As they state, this would provide a fairer playing field with the big developers who can access a stable price for their power over a guaranteed period, underwritten by government, via the Contract for Difference scheme (CfD). 
It would encourage community schemes at community scale, which would deliver community benefit, rather than smaller commercial schemes which deliver little or no benefit. 
This could be delivered through energy suppliers who would account for export payments quarterly for reimbursement of any costs when wholesale prices fell below the floor. 

4. What are the regulatory solutions needed to minimise the high costs and long delays incurred in securing a grid connection for community energy projects?  
In general, we welcome the reforms to grid infrastructure planning currently being consulted upon, the principle of investing in capacity ahead of need and in modelling with greater precision infrastructure requirements through the Strategic Spatial Energy Plan and Regional Energy Strategic Plans. 
In principle we also agree that ‘ready’ projects that align with the 2030 Clean Power Action Plan and National Energy System Operator (NESO) designated projects, should be prioritised. 
However, since most of the capacity technically ‘needed’ for the 2030 Clean Power Commitment is already in the connections queue, there is a risk that new community power projects cannot proceed. 
We urge the government to designate community energy and shared ownership projects as ‘needed’ for 2030 and ensure this is recognised in the connections reform process. 
We have urged NESO to consider how the connection criteria could be adapted to ensure community energy schemes and local authority led projects delivering social and community benefit would 'win on points' over a simple commercial project seeking to access the same grid connection capacity.
Recognising that most smaller community energy schemes would likely connect at distribution level, nevertheless, we have urged inclusion of strategic community energy projects as NESO Designated Projects to allow inclusion of larger scale local and community generators. 
We would also expect DNOs to apply similar beneficial connection criteria for community energy and local authority led schemes and include community energy projects as Designated Projects for distribution level connection.   
 
5. Should the local benefits of community energy projects be formally recognised as a material consideration in planning decisions?  
Yes. We believe national Planning policy should be amended to define community energy proposals, allowing the local social and economic benefits of community energy projects to be taken into account as material considerations in planning decisions.
It is frustrating that at present, there is no definition of community energy within planning law.
Due to this blindness, the planning system interprets the local economic and social benefits arising from community energy proposals as ‘bribes’ to the local community, as seen in the case of the judicial review of the Severndale wind turbine[footnoteRef:6], where consent was quashed.  [6:  www.supremecourt.uk/cases/docs/uksc-2018-0007-judgment.pdf
] 

Consequently, planning authorities are unable to assess renewable energy proposals from community energy groups any differently to commercial projects, limiting the degree to which planning authorities can support the social value the community energy sector offers or develop policies which specifically support the sector.
This is an unfair construction given that community energy organisations (mostly set up as Co-operatives and Community Interest Companies) are non-profit organisations whose whole purpose is to generate renewable energy and deliver local public benefits.  
They deliver true community benefits and have legal structures which restrict what the profits can be spent on and prevent the asset being sold. 

6. What should be the role of Neighbourhood Plans and Local Area Energy Plans in building local support for community energy projects?   

Neighbourhood Plans
The 2012 Localism Act introduced the opportunity for local communities to create their own Neighbourhood Plans, containing planning policies to guide the development of their areas.  Once adopted such plans have the same status as the local plans written by local planning authorities.  To date over 3,000 communities have adopted or are developing neighbourhood plans.
Neighbourhood plans are very unusual, in that in developing their plan, members of the community self-assemble to discuss their future and their long-term aspirations for their place. 
The scope for what a neighbourhood can cover is very wide, and whilst discussions tend to be about planning issues, frequently groups spin off community projects, plans and initiatives in parallel to the neighbourhood plan.  
There’s consequently a huge, currently untapped opportunity to integrate bottom-up energy planning within neighbourhood planning (for instance using our Neighbourhood Planning in a Climate Emergency guidance[footnoteRef:7] and our Future Energy Landscape methodology[footnoteRef:8]) and promote to communities the potential to develop community energy projects. [7:  www.cse.org.uk/resource/neighbourhood-planning-in-a-climate-emergency/ ]  [8:  www.cse.org.uk/my-community/future-energy-landscapes/ ] 

Official guidance[footnoteRef:9] and support mechanisms for neighbourhood planning groups should promote the potential to develop community energy projects and cross reference the support and funding available.  [9:  The Neighbourhood Plans Roadmap – a step by step guide - https://neighbourhoodplanning.org/toolkits-and-guidance/create-neighbourhood-plan-step-by-step-roadmap-guide/
] 

Neighbourhood planning groups should also be encouraged to set out supportive policies for renewable energy, aligning with the clean power plan.
Local Plans
The question misses the potential of local plans to build local support for community energy projects.  
We’ve seen multiple local plans being re-written specifically in the context of the climate emergency, explicitly asking questions about climate change in their consultations and setting out ambitious renewable energy policies which respond to local circumstances. 
With the changes discussed in response to question 5, there is also scope for Local Plans to set out supportive policies for community energy. 
Outside of their plans, local authorities also have huge potential to share data and evidence with their communities, support project development and convene debate.
Local Area Energy Plans
Local area energy planning (LAEP) is a non-statutory process usually undertaken with the aim of informing inform, shaping and enabling key aspects of the transition to a net zero carbon energy system at a local or regional scale. 
As well as being critical for energy system planning, if done well, LAEP can provide sound foundations for effective and sustained local action to cut carbon emissions taken by well-informed local leaders and initiative-takers (like community energy organisations). 
It will enable these actors – from local authorities and other public sector bodies to businesses, charities and community groups – to establish an explicit shared purpose and to work with the consent and involvement of a range of stakeholders and the wider public. 
LAEPs can provide a clear pathway setting out the changes needed over time to achieve local commitments on net zero carbon emissions. 
And they will understand what others – such as national government, regulators and energy networks – need to do (and when) alongside them to establish the conditions for success.
Stakeholders will vary between different localities, but our view should always include community energy stakeholders as central to the process as well as other community stakeholders. 

7. What is the potential for community energy to incentivise consumer demand flexibility at the scale needed to achieve the UK’s net zero targets? 
NESO Clean Power report 2030 confirmed that the government’s aim of clean power by 2030 is achievable, but it will require us to do things differently.  
A prominent recommendation is to harness the value of flexibility for households, businesses, suppliers and aggregators by unlocking markets, promoting engagement and removing wider barriers, with a four-to-fivefold increase in demand flexibility. 
At present the potential for the community energy sector to contribute to this growth is limited, in that regulatory restrictions prevent community energy groups from developing services like peer-to-peer trading, or community owned flexibility assets , which could offer further sources of income. However, if these obstacles could be overcome, community energy groups could have a role in broadening consumer demand flexibility and building engagement.  
We see 3 roles for community energy. 
1. As enablers - supporting through smart energy advice.
2. As innovators - in terms of local flexibility projects where community energy groups are owning local flex assets, or setting up virtual power plant type arrangements 
3. As democratisers – in terms of engaging people 
To date, domestic flexibility has largely been provided by individual consumers, through smart tariffs or flexibility services associated with individual low carbon technologies (heat pumps, EVs). 
Market forces drive energy companies to target their services on affluent and highly engaged consumer segments and find it hard to engage with more vulnerable or lower income households.[footnoteRef:10] [10:  Socially Green Phase 3 market research, CSE, Not yet published] 

The delay in producing Economy 7 smart meters indicates a lack of interest from the energy industry to innovate around services associated with lower income households, despite those households already engaging in flexibility through assets such as night storage heaters.
Through our Smart and Fair research, we see a significant risk of this trend continuing and of the emergence of a two-tier energy system: one that works well for those with the time, space, technology and financial resources to flex their energy use, while penalising those with minimal usage, low flexibility or a low income.
Community energy groups have the potential to create street or community-scale flexibility, which could help mitigate some of the inequalities mentioned above. Research has shown that community assets widen access to flexibility markets and spread the benefits. 
This is particularly important in an urban context where households are less likely to have the space to install their own low carbon or smart technologies. This type of approach is already being explored in various innovation projects: 
· Communal rooftop PV or communal batteries that do not require the householder to own and/or control the system. For example, a battery managed by a housing association or building owner in partnership with a flexibility service provider. 

· ‘Turn up’ solutions that make use of excess energy on the grid may be more appropriate than turn down solutions for customers who’ve switched off due to poverty. Automation of electric heating or hot water in this context may work best in social housing where the housing provider can act as an intermediary, supporting households who may not have the technical/digital confidence to engage in flexibility by themselves. This model is being piloted by EnergyCloud Ireland[footnoteRef:11] in partnership with local housing providers.  [11:  www.energycloud.org/] 

