
Heat Networks Bill briefing 
 
Members: Michelle Ballantyne, Rhoda Grant, Gordon MacDonald, Andy Wightman, 
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Background to the Bill 
 
The Climate Change (Emissions Reduction Targets) (Scotland) Act 2019 sets a 
target to reduce Scotland's emissions of all greenhouse gases to net-zero by 2045. 
The Heat Networks Bill is being introduced as part of the long-term pathway to 
meeting net-zero.   
  
Scotland has done well in decarbonising the electricity sector, but there are other key 
sectors like transport and buildings, where more progress needs to be made if both 
interim and longer-term targets are to be met. The committee on climate change has 
outlined different areas where reductions can be made through different 
technologies.  
   
Heat networks are not a new concept – there are already 1080 heat networks in 
Scotland. Whilst these are mainly in densely populated areas in the central belt, 
there are also examples of heat networks working well in less densely populated 
areas like Portree and Aviemore.  
  
Communal networks are connected to only one building e.g. high rise flats (around 
600 of these in Scotland). 
  
District networks might be a mixture of domestic and non-domestic units (around 400 
of these in Scotland). 
  
There is a range of estimates on how much impact heat networks could have on 
long-term carbon savings in the UK – estimates range from around 6.7% in a low-
impact scenario, to 45% if there was high uptake. 
  
Fuel poverty benefits savings could also be as high as 36% for consumer if heat 
networks are deployed in the right places 
  
How is a heat network different from traditional heating system (gas boiler)? 
 
In a traditional gas boiler system, the fuel is delivered to your home and combustion 
happens in your home. The related servicing and maintenance also take place in 
your home. In a heat network this is removed to the heat generation plant, where the 
water is warmed. You have a heat exchanger in your home, which requires less 
frequent maintenance than a gas boiler (service every 4-7 years).  
  
Newer heat generation plants can be supplied by larger scale heat pumps or 
biomass generation. 



Generally, the closer together buildings are and the greater the heat consumption 
within a certain geographic area, the more efficient the heat network is. Big buildings 
which use a lot of heat, such as colleges, offices and shops, help to anchor the heat 
network and give it a stable base. Flats and domestic properties then lie in the 
margins of the heat network’s capacity. Large numbers of buildings which are close 
together with shorter pipes makes the network cheaper.   
  
John Mason said that he was surprised when he visited the heat network at St 
Andrews University, that the biomass plant was so far away from the University 
buildings. The Bill team said that the newer pipe work is well insulated and it is 
possible to have the hot water being carried larger distances, but it is more efficient 
for sites to be closer together.  
 
Waste heat (for example from offices) can also be fed back into the heat network 
system. 
 
Whilst heat networks are often small, servicing small numbers of buildings, it is also 
possible for them to grow. 95% of buildings in Copenhagen are serviced by one heat 
network.  
  
Greater use of heat networks could have a positive impact on tackling fuel poverty.  
  
Challenges to the deployment of heat networks 
 
The Bill is hoping to overcome the challenges of deploying heat networks, mainly 
regulation and investment.  
  
The heat networks market is currently unregulated. As a heat network customer, you 
do not have the same statutory rights that someone with a gas or electricity supplier 
would have. The CMA published a report recommending that there should be 
regulation of the market before there is any further expansion of heat networks. 
There is a need for consumer protection in this area.  
  
Devolved and reserved powers 
  
Regulation of heat is devolved but regulation of consumer protection is reserved. 
   
The Scottish Government is working closely with the UK Government to ensure that 
the Bill which has been introduced at Westminster to look at consumer standards 
accounts for the characteristics of Scotland. 
  
Challenge of investment  
 
The immaturity of the market in Scotland makes investment challenging. The existing 
infrastructure is geared towards gas and the introduction of heat networks is 
potentially disruptive. There is no developed supply chain for this technology in 
Scotland and experts need to be brought from the rest of the world, where there is 
more experience. The lack of regulation, including consumer protection, creates 
uncertainty of investment. There are associated costs in bringing in experts and 



establishing a supply chain. There is no demand assurance (guarantee of a secure 
customer base). 
  
Devolved - building standards, grants, loans, regulation of heat, innovation and 
commercialisation 
  
Reserved - gas network, consumer protection, price signals (taxes, levvies) 
   
Purpose of the Bill  
 

 Climate change targets 

 Fulfilling CMA recommendations on regulation 

 Contribute to fuel poverty targets  
 
The Heat Networks Bill 
  
It is an 8 part bill covering 2 broad areas - regulation and investment 
Regulation is broadly covered in parts 1,2,7 and 8 
Investment is sections 3,4,5 and 6 
  
In ways the Bill mirrors the regulation that underpins the gas and electricity market - 
the licensing system introduced is similar to other utilities (part 1). It also categorises 
exemptions through secondary legislation. 
 
Part 2 consents - consents would be used to scrutinise developments of individual 
projects (to consider aspects like fuel poverty and carbon reduction through the 
planning process). 
  
Part 7 - enables Ministers to make a transfer scheme in circumstances where an 
operator ceases to operate a particular heat network. This means essential services 
will still be supplied. 
 
Part 8 – miscellaneous – allows Ministers to set fees for the various relevant 
licenses, consents and permits etc.  
  
There was a discussion on exemption thresholds and operating without a license. 
The Bill team confirmed that this was not set-out on the face of the Bill as there had 
not been consensus among stakeholders during consultation.  
  
Andy Wightman asked what is the difference between a licence, consent and a 
permit?  
 
A company or person applies for a license (for 1 or more heat network in Scotland). 
The licence refers to the company rather than the project/proposed network.   
 
Consent - if a licensed company wants to extend or build a new heat network (if not 
exempt) they would go through the consent process (the process is still to be defined 
through secondary legislation). The consent process will look at similar issues to the 
planning system but will also consider what the project is expected to achieve in 
terms of carbon reduction etc.  



  
Andy Wightman asked about the lack of appeal rights for revoking license. The Bill 
team thought this reflected how other utilities operate, but will clarify in writing. 
 
  
Investment 
  
Part 3 zones - areas where heat networks are thought to be particularly useful due to 
technical criteria and expected reduction in fuel costs 
  
Part 4 permits – this enables the Scottish Government to run competitions. Someone 
applying for a permit in a zone would include the license and consent application. 
This is not specified in the Bill, but it is how the Scottish Government imagines it will 
work in practice.  
  
Part 5 building assessments reports – non-domestic (public sector) building owners 
are required to complete a report so that their potential to join a heat network can be 
assessed. This will be used to identify potential “anchor” buildings for new networks. 
Every public authority must undertake the assessment. It is anticipated that this 
would form part of the climate change reporting already done by local authorities.  
  
Part 6 licence powers - Encouraging buildings to connect to system and looking at 
access to land. 
  
Maurice Golden asked if biomass was being considered to fuel heat networks. The 
Bill team confirmed that the focus should be on waste heat rather than depleting 
resources. The consent process manages that input.  
 
Andy Wightman asked why Ministers will make decisions on consent when planning 
decisions are generally managed by local authorities. The policy memorandum 
indicated that there may be a conflict for interests for local authorities. 


