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Foreword
We are now into the fifth year of the Energy Strategy for Northern Ireland, 
published in December 2021. While the principles remain constant, it is 
interesting to see how external forces and market conditions have made 
their impact on progress to reduce carbon emissions and deliver affordable 
energy in Northern Ireland.

In this, the third of the series of annual Policy Eye roundtable events that we 
have supported, the focus was on the fifth of the key principles of the Energy 
Strategy, Create a flexible, resilient, and integrated energy system. The 
electrification of the Northern Ireland economy emerged as the dominant 
theme of the roundtable discussion, which involved relevant industry leaders 
and policymakers.

We hope that the discussion as recorded in this report will serve as a valuable 
insight into the unique issues facing the Northern Ireland energy system 
and we are grateful to the participants for sharing their expert views and 
experiences. It is clear that the transition to renewables represents a major 
economic opportunity.

Stephen Cross
Director, Cleaver Fulton Rankin

The Electricity Association of Ireland is delighted once again to support this 
roundtable on the challenges of expanding the electricity grid as we try to 
meet our electrification and decarbonisation targets. These challenges are 
growing and increasingly codependent on each other as we move from a 
petro-state to an electro-state. The series of Policy Eye roundtables support 
greater communication, understanding and collaboration on the vision of a 
decarbonised electricity system for Northern Ireland.

Power generation companies face substantial uncertainty as they support 
increased renewables on the energy system. Sustained, regular and meaningful 
engagement with regulators and government through events such as this 
roundtable is essential to develop a shared vision for how to completely phase 
out fossil fuel usage by 2050. The electricity sector is up for this challenge and 
looking forward to the discussions ahead.

Dara Lynott
Chief Executive, Electricity Association of Ireland
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Executive Summary
The Policy Eye Roundtable brought together senior policymakers, 
regulators, system operators, network companies, investors and 
industry leaders to examine how Northern Ireland can deliver rapid 
electrification, meet its renewable energy targets, and remain 
economically competitive while protecting consumers.

Strategic context
Participants agreed that electricity is becoming the 
foundation of economic competitiveness, climate 
action and energy security. In a volatile geopolitical 
environment, energy is increasingly viewed as a 
“defence play”, with countries needing to generate 
affordable domestic electricity to underpin industrial 
growth, digitalisation and resilience. Northern Ireland’s 
economic strategy is therefore inseparable from its 
energy and climate strategies. 

Lack of demand growth 
Northern Ireland faces a paradox: high renewable 
generation capacity but falling electricity demand. 
Peak demand has declined for over a decade due  
to industrial decline and efficiency improvements. 
This lack of demand growth is driving higher electricity 
prices for consumers, increasing renewable 
“dispatch down” (curtailment) and undermining 
investor confidence.

There was strong consensus that if electrification  
of heat, transport, and industry accelerated, and if 
data centres and digital infrastructure expanded  
that would provide critical baseload demand, 
significantly lowering system costs if appropriately 
sized and located. 

Grid capacity and connection reform
Grid constraints, connection costs and delays were 
repeatedly cited as major barriers to investment. 
While reforms to socialise grid connection costs are 
imminent and widely welcomed, participants stressed 
that tariff rebalancing between domestic and industrial 
users remains unresolved. They highlighted that large 
single-point loads (e.g. 250MW data centres) are 
incompatible with the current grid and that multiple 
medium-sized loads co-located with generation 
would be more cost-effective and faster to deliver.

Significant regulated investment (£2.23bn under  
NIE Networks’ RP7 business plan) is already approved 
to rebuild ageing distribution networks, expand 
transmission capacity, and modernise grid technology. 
However, without parallel demand growth, these 
investments risk increasing regulated tariffs by 
12–30% by 2030. 

Dispatch down and route to market
Dispatch down has emerged as one of the most 
critical issues with hundreds of GWh of renewable 
power are being curtailed annually. Investors view the 
lack of compensation and route-to-market certainty 
as a major deterrent. Northern Ireland is now seen as 
a significantly less attractive investment destination 
than the Republic of Ireland.

While the planned Renewable Electricity Price 
Guarantee for Northern Ireland could de-risk 
investment, regulators warned that without a demand 
strategy, storage, or interconnection solutions, costs 
would increasingly fall on consumers. 
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Planning system
The planning system is improving and much work 
is being done to improve  efficiencies in the process, 
but there is a recognition that more needs to be done 
on delivery speed and building investor confidence. 
Key themes discussed included the importance of 
early front-loaded community engagement, clearer 
thresholds for regionally significant projects, better 
resourcing and skills within planning authorities and 
the need to frame energy infrastructure not only as 
a climate issue, but as a cost-of-living, health and 
economic opportunity.

Smart systems, storage and flexibility
Smart meters, dynamic tariffs, storage and digital 
grid technologies were seen as essential enablers 
of higher renewable penetration. Smart meters 
(planned from 2027) could shift some demand to 
periods of high wind, dynamic line rating and  
low-carbon inertia services can reduce dispatch 
down faster than new grid build. Long-duration 
storage was highlighted as a preferable alternative  
to further gas generation from a 2050 net-zero 
viewpoint.

Risks identified 
Key risks identified during the discussion included 
a rise in consumer bills due in part to a failure 
to stimulate demand, continued dispatch down 
acting as deterrent to private investment and 
system inflexibility.

Conclusions
The roundtable concluded that Northern Ireland does 
not suffer from a lack of renewable resources, capital, 
or regulatory frameworks. The core challenge is 
integration: aligning demand growth, grid investment, 
market design, planning, and industrial policy. Without 
decisive action to stimulate electrification and create 
a clear route to market, Northern Ireland risks losing 
investment and imposing rising costs on consumers. 
With coordinated policy and delivery, however, the 
transition represents a major economic opportunity.

Participants

Jamie Delargy 	 Chair

Peter Baillie	 Managing Director, Energia Renewables

Alan Campbell	 Chief Executive, SONI

Stephen Cross	 Director, Cleaver Fulton Rankin

Rosemary Daily	 Chief Planner, Department for Infrastructure

Derek Hynes	 Managing Director, Northern Ireland Electricity Networks

Paddy Larkin	 Chief Executive, Mutual Energy

Dara Lynott	 Chief Executive, Electricity Association of Ireland

Brian Mulhern 	 Interim Director, Networks and Energy Futures

Richard Rodgers	 Head of Energy, Department for the Economy

Russell Smyth	 Partner, Head of Sustainable Futures & Corporate Finance, 	
	 KPMG in Ireland
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Jamie Delargy, Chair: In this session we are 
going to focus on one element of the Energy 
Strategy Action Plan 2023; namely, the replacement 
of fossil fuels with renewable energy. I would like 
to ask Stephen Cross to give us his impression 
of the mood in the renewable energy sector at 
the moment.

Dara Lynott: I’ve just come back from the Enlit 
Conference in Bilbao where there was an air of 
absolute optimism. Discussion was of increasing 
electrical output by three or four times, the need for 
more data centres, the need to electrify industry  
and what China has done to electrify its industry  
in particular. 

I was also at a conference in Dublin a few weeks 
ago where the Secretary General of the Department 
of Climate, Energy and the Environment said that 
energy is now a ‘defence play’. I was reminded of  
the term: ‘electro-states versus petro-states’. 

We are in this multipolar world where we can’t 
guarantee our energy unless we make it ourselves 
and that our entire economic strategy is going to be 
dependent on electricity. Today, I’d like to hear what 
people think about marrying energy policy, climate 
policy and industrial policy, because if industrial 
policy is not married to the other two, Northern 
Ireland is not going to have a successful transition.

Jamie Delargy: That’s a very powerful rationale 
for there to be more electrification, but what’s 
going to make it happen?

Richard Rodgers: There is a link between energy 
decarbonisation and becoming self-sufficient in 
affordable renewable energy. All the modelling 
from the Climate Change Committee is that primary 
energy demand by 2050 will be 50% of what it is 
today and the vast majority of it will be electricity 
and delivered through the power grid. 

Reducing demand is straightforward — it’s about 
decarbonising heat, as heat pumps use roughly one-
third of the energy of a gas or oil boiler; and it’s about 
decarbonising transport because electric vehicles 
at the point of use are close to being 100% efficient 
compared with internal combustion engine vehicles. 

What we need is load growth. The last peak day 
on the grid was in December 2010. For 15 years in 
Northern Ireland, we’ve been lowering our peak 
because industry has left and because our appliances, 
street lighting and so on are much more efficient. In 
renewable electricity, we got to 40%, we led the world 
almost, but now we are stuck at 43% and we have to 
move towards 80%.

No demand growth is devastating for the cost of 
electricity to consumers. We are failing everyone 
because all of the cost of this reduction [in actual 
renewable generation] and all the capacity in the 
system is falling to consumers. This is helping fuel the 
inaccurate conspiracy theory that renewable energy 
is costing more than fossil fuel energy. And it isn’t. 
But it’s the people around this table that will have 
to ensure that demand starts moving in the other 
direction. We’ve got to create the demand,  
and we’ve got to see costs falling.

The Drive to  
Electrification
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Dara Lynott: Data centres could provide the base 
load of funding for the whole renewables project 
to get off the ground. In ROI at the moment, data 
centres pay more than 50% of the renewables levy. 

Industrial strategy is key. An industrial strategy based 
on AI, based on data, based on digitisation would 
offer a welcome mat to data centres. In addition, 
there are several very ambitious energy companies – 
Energia, SSE, ESB – invested in Northern Ireland. 
That is why industrial and energy policy have to go 
hand in hand.

Brian Mulhern: It is important to consider the overall 
impact of connecting data centres. If our [Northern 
Ireland-wide] average demand is, say, 1.1GW and you 
add a 200-300MW of data centre demand – which 
isn’t large by international standards – that is a 20%  
to 30% increase in demand that may reduce the  
fixed element of the bill. 

Peter Baillie: Growing demand is fundamental and  
I think the link between digital and renewable energy 
is key. 

We have a major problem with falling demand and 
the level of dispatch down, which is 21% year-to-date 
in Northern Ireland. That’s an improvement on last 
year when it was 29%. The consumer is paying 
£100,000 per day for dispatch down and that money 
is not even being paid to generators due to an 
ongoing legal case.

Fundamentally, if we want more renewables there 
has to be demand growth and for that to happen, 
we need a demand strategy. Realistically, demand 
is going to come from the digital sector and data 
centres in particular. 

We also need to have storage because renewables 
are intermittent. GB and the rest of Europe are 
well ahead of us on storage. A system combining 
renewables and storage, which is an existing,  
proven technology, could provide the basis we need.

Underpinning it all we must increase demand and 
we haven’t got a policy in relation to demand. For 
instance, Energia has a data centre in Dublin that 
is going to underpin about 800MW of renewable 
capacity. 
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GRID CONNECTION 
CHALLENGES
Jamie Delargy: Stephen, what are the 
experiences of your clients in promoting or 
developing projects with large-scale connection 
requirements? 

Stephen Cross: Planning, grid costs and availability of 
grid connections have long been areas of frustration 
for developers and investors, although the situation is 
improving. Cluster developments are starting to have 
an impact and the policy around connecting large 
scale demand to clusters is an example of where 
improvements are being made.

One of the solutions that developers would have 
looked to when grid connections were difficult to 
obtain, or too expensive, would have been a private 
wire connection between local demand and local 
supply, but that hasn’t really had significant impact 
and there are too few examples. Maybe this is an 
area with potential. Our clients however find the 
licencing arrangements required to supply electricity 
via a private wire connection prohibitively complex. 
Socialisation of connection costs, in the way that 
applies in GB,  could also have a big impact for  
large-scale demand and generation.

Jamie Delargy: Grid connection costs are 
higher here and the socialisation of those 
costs is lower here than across the water. 
Following the consultation earlier this year, 
has the Department for the Economy reached 
a view of what needs to be done to make the 
system fairer?

Richard Rodgers: The expectation is that the Minister 
will make a formal announcement next week where 
the disadvantage of the ‘first mover’ will fall away. 
There will be a high-cost cap if there is a massive 
industrial load to protect consumers. 

In terms of implementing the policy it will require NIE 
Networks to change their connection policy so that 
I imagine in terms of practice on the ground it will 
take four or five months (because there is a statutory 
process) once the minister makes the decision.

Brian Mulhern: The Utility Regulator and NIE Networks 
have already started to work on the licence 
modifications. There are statutory processes that we 
have to work through in a particular timeframe. It is 
expected that they will take around six months. 

Richard Rodgers: Alongside making connection costs 
fairer there needs to be tariff rebalancing as well – 
how grid costs are balanced between consumer 
groups, for example, industrial customers and 
households. That is another bigger challenge and 
something we are going to have to work through. 

Jamie Delargy: Peter, obviously you have to be 
pleased about the socialisation of costs?

Peter Baillie: It is about having a fairer system 
between industry and customers and there’s always 
a balance to be had. But for me, the biggest issue is 
that we don’t have a route to market.

We also need to get fossil fuel plants’ minimum 
generation levels down – there are plants with 
very high minimum generation levels in Northern 
Ireland and that is costing the consumer and means 
renewables get turned down.
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TRANSFORMATION  
OF THE GRID
Jamie Delargy: Derek, you have got approval 
to spend £2.23 billion over the RP7. What level 
of transformation of the grid can we expect 
from that?

Derek Hynes: A large amount of the regulatory 
investment in the electricity networks in Northern 
Ireland between now and 2031 is aimed at rebuilding 
the distribution systems, the low voltage 11kV and 
the 33kV networks predominantly built in Northern 
Ireland in the 1950s and 60s and are now coming to 
an end of life. Between now and 2037 or 2038, that 
entire network is going to be rebuilt. 

We want to build back bigger to increase capacity 
on the network to allow for electrification – to allow 
for the shift from fossil fuels to electricity, increase 
resilience of the network and to make it more climate 
adaptable. We want to make sure that our network, 
which is predominantly rural, is as resilient as it 
can be.

The second big capital investment area is on the 
transmission system. There is £490m odd allowed in 
this particular regulatory period to deliver a portion 
of the projects that sit within the TDPNI [Transmission 
Development Plan Northern Ireland] as defined 
by SONI. We will probably do well to spend £250m 
of that as those projects come through the SONI 
pipeline and go through consenting and into reality. 
And that is a big supply chain issue for procurement, 
contractors and land access and so on. But it is 
funded and so the ability is there.

The third big investment is really on the technology 
capabilities within the network and within NIE. 
Relative to the size of the population in Northern 
Ireland and relative to the capabilities of the 
companies here, we are well funded, the tariff impact 
is reasonably well balanced, the understanding of 
what is required is well defined and it is a matter of 
getting on with it and not getting caught up in all the 
what-ifs and the barriers. 

The conversations so far this morning are really a 
story of integration. There is a top-down element, be 
it data centres or large energy users, and there’s a 
bottom-up element. 

The first thing I would do is change building standards 
for every new house being built in Northern Ireland – 

I would lock in heat pumps and electric vehicle 
charging. We’re only building 5,000 houses a year in 
Northern Ireland, but if all of those were electrified 
houses rather than fossilised, you are locking in that 
demand and the vector shift away from fossil fuels 
straight away. That’s a future investment that is 
incrementally, vanishingly small right now. 

And the second thing is that many smaller data 
centres are probably better than a big data centre.  
A single solution from a top-down perspective won’t 
do it, we need many medium-sized solutions. 

Jamie Delargy: Why is that? 

Derek Hynes: There is no single grid point in Northern 
Ireland that can cater for a data centre of 250MW 
without fundamental open heart surgery because 
our network is too small – it was never built for single 
point loads like that. 

We would be much better off with 10-20MW point 
loads on the network and if we could co-locate them 
with existing generation then we would defray the 
need to rebuild the entire transmission system. 

The reality is that there are only around 20 ‘large 
energy’ users in Northern Ireland and if you 
remember that £490m is embedded in the price 
control for transmission work, it is clear that large 
energy users take up a disproportionate amount 
of that cost because of the way that the tariffs are 
set up.

Finally, the assumption is that by 2027 wind 
penetration in Northern Ireland will go from 2GW to 
4GW and that demand will rise by 27%. And if that 
were to happen, we’d be fine. The policies are in 
place, the system has been optimised – but the things 
to make the 27% increase in demand happen have 
been assumed. In reality, we’re not building many 
houses with heat pumps, EVs are not penetrating and 
large energy users are going elsewhere. If we don’t 
[increase demand], we will see regulated tariffs rising 
between 12% and 30% by 2030.

At the minute, the regulated bit is 18-22% of the overall 
bill. Energy costs are going up because of constraints 
and rising gas prices and now, because demand isn’t 
growing, the regulated bit is getting bigger. And by 
2050 people will not be using gas, they will be using 
electricity. So, if we don’t build it now, it will be panic 
stations in 2042. Our job is to make sure they don’t 
have to worry. 
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Jamie Delargy: An independent evaluative 
performance panel will report to the Utility 
Regulator on how NIE Networks is performing 
during the RP7 period. Brian, you already make 
your own judgments on performance, so what 
will this panel add?

Brian Mulhern: This is the second time that a panel 
has been used by the Utility Regulator for Price Control. 
One of the key things it provides is independent 
expert advice. It looks at NIE Networks’ annual 
performance against a baseline. If it is achieving 
over and above that baseline, then there are 
incentives attached.

The role of the panel is advisory. It will hopefully  
drive efficiency at NIE, and so that’s to the benefit  
of consumers. 

Jamie Delargy: In March 2025, the Department 
for the Economy said it would establish a Grid 
Development Monitoring Group to ensure that 
electricity grid development is in line with the 
’80 by 2030’  renewables target. Richard, what 
progress has been made? 

Richard Rodgers: The easiest thing for government 
to do is to monitor process. From my perspective, 
the Grid Monitoring Group has to actually deliver 
progress towards the 80% target. It has to be 
fundamental to reversing the decline – we had 51% 
renewables, but that is down to 43% today. It is going 
to be responsible for having oversight of moving the 
dial from 43% in an upward trend. 

Recently, I talked to a senior public official across the 
water and he said: “Set the targets very high. You 
might not get to them, but you’ll be in a better place 
than if you didn’t have the ambition.”

The support scheme is really important, but there are 
a dozen other policy levers that will give us our best 
bang for the buck today. For example, ‘dynamic line 
rating’ will allow more renewables onto the system.

Jamie Delargy: Alan, the System Non-
Synchronous Penetration (SNSP) limit has risen 
to 75% and you intended to get to 95%. Is there  
a problem in making progress on that? 

Alan Campbell: Well, there is a short-term challenge, 
but there are plans in place to overcome the 
challenges. SONI and EirGrid are working closely 
with the large energy user community, including data 
centres to future-proof the Northern Ireland grid to 
make sure it doesn’t become a barrier in the future. 

We welcome the Grid Monitoring Group, but it is not 
just about monitoring, it is actually about looking at 
the barriers. SONI and NIE are working very closely 
on acceleration. Sometimes it doesn’t feel like we are 
accelerating things, but we are trying to put robust 
dates around our plans to give investors more accurate 
timelines taking account of the challenges we are 
seeing in delivering large infrastructure projects. 

Richard Rodgers: In recent months, security of supply 
issues have been really challenging for SONI with 
Coolkeeragh being out; but they’ve kept the lights 
on, and this should be celebrated and hopefully 
their learning from this might allow us to get more 
renewable electricity onto the grid lowering costs 
for consumers

Alan Campbell: Coolkeeragh being out has actually 
accelerated innovation. We are now trialling running 
two conventional generators on the grid at any one 
point in time. If it hadn’t happened, we would have 
continued with three sets on the grid. 

The Utility Regulator has granted SONI funding to 
bring forward operational policy changes in terms 
of our control systems and there are plans to get 
other projects in the planning system next year. In 
the meantime, there’s a significant work being done 
bringing forward planning applications for these 
large transmission system upgrades.
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To emphasise the point that Derek Hynds made –  
we hit the 2020 targets without a huge grid build-
out largely because of the quality engineering of the 
past. In 2050, I want people to look back and say that 
the people in the 2020s allowed us to get to get to 
NetZero because we future-proofed the grid. That 
comes at a cost to consumers today, but if we don’t do 
it, there will be major challenges getting to net zero 
by 2050. We need to invest today so that large energy 
users as well as generators and service providers can 
get timely transmission grid connection. 

We have a data centre planning to connect in the 
north-west. But this is about four years away due 
to the time involved in consenting and construction. 
The developer is rightly challenging us to speed up 
delivery and we are working closely to deliver the 
connection as efficiently as possible.  

Jamie Delargy: Richard, who is going to be on 
the Grid Development Monitoring Group? 

Richard Rodgers: As you would imagine, the group 
will have key people that can move the dial on those 
levers that I talked about such as battery storage. 
Collaboration is hard because everybody has their 
own priorities. While we have been working to 
collaborate better across government, this is harder 
between the public sector and the private sector.

Dara Lynott: I would hope that the group does not 
become another barrier to expenditure. Making sure 
that every pound is spent appropriately slows the 
whole process up. There is a movement both in the 
UK and the EU to take out the bureaucracy to get 
things built.

Credit needs to be given to SONI and NIE for the 
excellent work they have done over a long period of 
time. The cost-benefit analysis of this work is all in the 
high 90s. Therefore, evaluation initiatives that stand 
in the way of expenditure need to be minimised and 
we need to consider the excellent track record of both 
NIE Networks and SONI. 

When the Iberian blackout happened, the failure of 
generators or industry to react quickly was part of the 
reason for the domino effect. Work that was done in 
system services over the last 10 or 15 years has stood 
us in good stead. But when we get up 80-85% we 
need to make sure that all large energy users – from 
Harland and Wolff to the aerospace industry – 
react in the same way to the signals that SONI and 
EirGrid give when renewables drop off or come on 
the system.

MAKING THE PLANNING 
SYSTEM WORK FOR ENERGY 
PROJECTS
Jamie Delargy: Rosemary, what changes, if any, 
are needed in the operation of the planning 
system to accelerate the expansion and upgrade 
of transmission and distribution networks?

Rosemary Daly: As everybody will be well aware,  
the planning system has had quite a lot of criticism. 
There are many changes underway and many changes 
have taken place. The most significant of which, in 
the last 10 years, is that planning powers have gone 
to councils. That is actually really important because 
local people can have input into decisions, but with 
that comes challenges with timely delivery of good 
planning decisions.

The department have relied quite heavily on the joint 
working relationship with local councils, through 
the Planning Improvement Programme, which is 
agile in  focusing on particular areas that need a 
response in the planning system. We are looking at 
development management regulations for all types 
of developments. These  include local permitted 
development regulations for households, such as 
domestic air source heat pumps and solar panels 
without having to go through the rigour of the 
planning application process in the planning system.

We are also looking at better engagement in 
the consultation process before applications are 
submitted – start the conversation early and have the 
conversations often. We have recently reviewed the 
SPPS [Strategic Planning Policy Statement] in relation 
renewable energy developments [the Department 
for Infrastructure subsequently published a major 
revision to the SPPS on the subject of renewable and 
low carbon energy on 11 December 2025].

The quality of applications submitted is very 
important. We’ve brought in a number of legislative 
measures over the past year around validation 
checklists and online community consultation and 
we are now looking at the thresholds of development 
in terms of categorising applications, for example, 
determining whether it is a regionally significant 
application to be addressed by the department or 
whether it is for a local council to decide. 

We are working across departments and with our 
statutory consultees and local councils to build up 
capacity in the planning system by putting in more 
resources and improving the skills base.
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We aim to continuously improve the system so that  
we can deliver better, more timely decisions. That 
said, processing times have shortened since the 
transfer of powers 10 years ago, a sign that things 
are starting to bed-in, particularly around major 
infrastructure projects. Five councils have met  
the targets. 

A reason why major applications are performing 
better in the system is because they are front-loaded 
with many of the issues and concerns ironed out 
pre-application. 

Jamie Delargy: Alan, are you confident that the 
planning system is as effective as it needs to be 
to deliver the ‘80 by 30’ target?

Alan Campbell: SONI does the planning and 
consenting phase for projects and works very closely 
with NIE on the design of those. Improvement in terms 
of timelines coming down is very welcome. 

Community buy-in the early phase of projects is 
vital – we have seen what happens when it isn’t done 
as well as it should be. SONI has got a really robust 
community engagement plan strategy, however, we 
need to do more to make sure that society buys into 
the need for the energy transition and why power 
lines might be needed. 

When a new road is being built people see that their 
journey times are going to reduce, but it is hard to see 
the benefit of new power lines. We need to get the 
message out that there is a wider societal benefit.  
It is helping the environment. 

There is work to be done between the industry, 
between the operators and the government. We need 
to see better community support for infrastructure 
projects and that’s something that we are working on. 

Richard Rogers: As Rosemary said the message  
“it is good for climate change” is not washing 
anymore. Our society is split between those people 
who support retaining fossil fuel versus those who 
support the green revolution. 

While climate change may be the ultimate impact, it is 
also about paying less for our energy needs. We have 
an abundance of energy here and we have to work at 
how to bring that to people and lower the cost.

The opportunity is that we will grow an economy 
that will lift everybody. It is about people having a 
better life, not because it helps tackle climate change 
necessarily, but because they will pay an affordable 
cost for energy that we have control over. This is a 
massive economic opportunity. 

Rosemary Daly: Cost is a very big part but there 
are also enormous health benefits from cleaner air. 
Through our planning policies and through decision-
making we can ensure cleaner, greener energy 
makes for a healthier environment. 

Richard Rodgers: Jamie we are all techies.  
For example, we talked about the ‘socialisation of 
connection policy’ but that means little to consumers. 
What we are actually doing is providing a fairer way 
for people to connect to the grid.
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Jamie Delargy: Russell, is there a premium 
demanded by investors because of planning 
issues and our history? 

Russell Smyth: I wish we were in a situation where 
investors were deploying money and looking for 
a couple of extra percent for risk. At the moment, 
the truth is that there is nothing much to invest in 
for the private investors. If you don’t have planning 
permission, you don’t have a grid connection and  
you don’t have a route to market, it doesn’t matter 
what premium you require you just can’t invest in  
the project. 

The broader question is whether Northern Ireland 
is seen as an attractive location for investment. We 
undertook a study for RenewableNI and spoke with 
anyone who has invested in renewables in Northern 
Ireland over the last couple of decades and asked 
them if they would consider Northern Ireland an 
attractive destination for investment. Unfortunately, 
82% said they did not consider Northern Ireland to 
be an attractive location for investment. The main 
reason was ‘route to market’, the second was the grid 
and the third was planning. But 100% said they would 
return to Northern Ireland if those issues were fixed. 

We recently ran a sales process for an investor who 
owned a portfolio of Northern Ireland and GB assets. 
In the end, we sold the GB assets but the investor 
said it was not interested in the Northern Ireland 
assets mainly because of ‘dispatch down’. They said 
“we have absolutely no idea what revenue these 
assets will produce”. They declined to buy those 
assets until there’s policy clarity on dispatch down 
compensation. Until that is resolved Northern Ireland 
is a very tricky jurisdiction to do transactions. It is very 
hard for us to attract investment because ROI just 
looks so much easier. Why would you bother coming 
to a small jurisdiction with the myriad of challenges 
and no route to market when you can just focus your 
attention on ROI.

There is a Northern Ireland story worth getting 
behind. There’s no shortage of global capital, but at 
the moment Northern Ireland is not the obvious place 
to deploy it. 

REINFORCING THE GRID
Jamie Delargy: Schneider Electric said more 
reinforcement of grids is needed in Europe 
through infrastructure investment and through 
digitalization. Only around £6 million has been 
spent during the whole of RP7 on “changes 
driven by network IT projects.” Is enough being 
done on the latter, Derek?

Derek Hynes: Lots of money is being spent on 
technology. Ninety nine projects have been presented 
to the Utility Regulator that are deemed to be 
technology enhancements, and we will be working  
in 2026 with the Utility Regulator to pull together  
more detailed business cases about these. 

If you think about a seven-year price control and 
you start work three years before the seven years 
even begins – how does anybody come up with 
a technology plan for 10 years hence? It’s crazy. 
The regulatory process does not support long-run 
technology investment in an ever-changing world  
of digital tech.

The £6 million is going on upgrading technologies 
that will allow us to control the network better. We 
are putting about 6,000 devices on the low voltage 
network – we’re penetrating down into the wires  
and cables that we see in every town and village. 

The Department for the Economy and the Utility 
Regulator will make choices about smart metering, 
a technology investment worth potentially 
hundreds of millions over the RP7 period. I believe 
it might increase grid costs, but it will lower overall 
electricity prices.

Richard Rodgers: The Economy Minister said last 
week at an energy conference that the first smart 
meter installations would be in 2027 and that the  
whole programme would be done in three years. 

Derek Hynes: When you instal something new on 
the electricity network, you make sure that there is 
monitoring technology on it. There is zero value in 
NIE going out to 20,000 existing transformers and 
installing 20,000 chips and 20,000 modems etc. 
We are building the technology in-house that can 
accommodate the information when it starts to arrive 
as you incrementally replace assets when they come 
to their end of life. That is what prudent regulatory 
investment is all about.
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Alan Campbell: There are plans to bring forward 
Dynamic Line Rating, which is data-driven technology 
that will maximise use of existing grid as it enables us 
to make real-time decisions, and squeeze more out 
of that asset. It is one small piece of the solution to 
reducing dispatch down levels, but it is much quicker 
than building grid.

Derek Hynes: There will be between £300 and £400 
million spent on the electricity network technology 
landscape over this period. Some of it will be on little 
widgets on the network, some of it is comm systems 
to connect those back to the cloud and some are 
cybersecurity enhancements so that we can resist 
attempts to hack us every day of the week. It’s a 
package of investments and therefore all these 
unicorn-esque use cases are really misleading  
from a regulated entity’s perspective.

Our AI strategy says that when existing systems reach 
the end of their technical lives, we will replace them 
with systems with AI capabilities. As we replace all  
of our enterprise systems, we will procure new ones 
that have AI capabilities and as we build new assets, 
we will embed sensors in those assets. 

To Russell’s point on financing: we are going to 
do about £2 billion worth of new and refinancing 
over the RP7 period. It is likely that this debt will be 
massively oversubscribed because the investment 
community believes in regulated energy companies. 
We live in the ‘first world’, we have a good regulator, 
we have the track record for making sensible money 
decisions and all that happens in a reasonable way. 

There’s a slight premium paid here relative to ROI 
but that’s not a Northern Ireland thing, it’s probably a 
GB thing more than anything else. But the frustration 
about ‘route to market’ for wind is right back to the 
very start of the initial conversation. We have way 
more than we currently need. It is suboptimal to try 
to invest in pushing more onto the system. There are 
areas where there is greater demand for wind,  
so therefore you would build there if you had free 
money to invest.

Planning is no more of an issue in Northern Ireland 
than it is in the Republic of Ireland, GB or anywhere 
else. You have to make good choices quickly about 
what you want to build. Then you have to have quick, 
good, decent off-the-shelf designs. Then you need 
to get planning permission and all you want from 
planning is certainty around the length of time it’s 
going to take. The biggest issue I have with my team 
is getting planning permissions submissions wrong 
and not submitting it properly on day one. 

Everybody says procurement is a challenge. You 
have to follow the rules. It takes a certain length of 
time, but what you want is certainty. You want good 
decisions that bring in good partners so that you have 
good outcomes and then you have to build it. It’s the 
same everywhere. I don’t think we’re any worse here. 
Let’s resource the planning system, let’s get certainty 
and let’s educate people about how you make 
planning applications. 

Jamie Delargy: Peter, the GB energy system 
operator plans to give priority to grid connection 
projects that are ‘shovel-ready’ and aligned with 
the government’s renewable energy targets. 
Should we do the same here?

Peter Baillie: We’re not even at the starting line.  
The reality is that we need a route to market. 

We need to use the renewable energy we have here 
on the Island of Ireland, not export it. We’re importing 
91% of the time on our existing interconnectors. 
Minimum demand is 350MW. We have 500MW 
through Moyle already connected. The Liric 
Interconnector would add another 700MW. If you go 
down that route, you will cede energy independence 
to Scotland effectively. Dispatch down would go 
through the roof here in Northern Ireland, with 
customers paying to switch off our windfarms.
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Fundamentally, our focus is on route to market.  
We have to get demand up and we also have to get 
interconnectors built. It is great to see the progress  
on the first part of North-South Two. We also have  
to operate North-South One at maximum capability – 
we are at a fraction of that for various system 
security reasons.

Jamie Delargy: To get to 80% renewables by 
2030 is going to be a huge challenge. Paddy, 
should the rules be changed to allow the 
renewable element of electricity imported by  
the Moyle and potentially Liric interconnectors 
count towards the 80 by 30 target?

Paddy Larkin: If it is really important to hit the target, 
then yes; but I don’t think that is what the target for. 
It is there to encourage local renewable generation. 
Changing the rules might well move the dial on 
the 80 by 30 target, but it will not increase local 
renewable generation.

The target is not an end in itself, it is there to increase 
renewable generation. The whole idea is to produce 
less CO2 here.

Brian Mulhern: If you don’t allow imports to count 
towards 80% target, then you have to procure a 
lot more local renewables and that will potentially 
increase the overall cost to consumers. If you can 
facilitate imports both north-south, south-north and 
east-west, west-east then you might not need to 
procure the same volume of renewables. 

Paddy Larkin: There is also the CO2 target. Importing 
power means we’re not burning fossil fuels and 
therefore saving CO2. We should be measuring the 
total tonnes of CO2 produced every year. I’m sure that 
has come down because we’ve been importing so 
much over the last couple of years. So, on one hand 
it’s negative but on the other hand it’s positive. 

Brian Mulhern: Imported power is classed as 
zero carbon.

DEALING WITH  
DISPATCH DOWN
Jamie Delargy: Alan, according to your own 
figures, 445 GWh of renewable wind power 
was ‘dispatched down’ from January to the 
end of September 2025. The Draft Action Plan 
promised to reduce ‘dispatch down’ – what has 
been achieved so far?

Alan Campbell: Dispatch down isn’t just SONI’s 
problem to solve, it is a demand problem, it is about 
interconnection, flexibility of generation and demand, 
and it is the market. Dispatch down started to ramp 
up from late 2023 and we have a Draft Action Plan 
that we are actively engaging with industry on.

We have tried to get ahead of it as best we could by 
procuring ‘low carbon inertia’ services that will help 
stabilise the grid. That has allowed us to take off 
some of the conventional generation. We’re trying 
to bring forward more grid projects, but they are a 
long-term play. In terms of our policy and road maps, 
we are looking at taking more risk in terms of how we 
actually operate the grid today.

Dara made really good point about the Iberian 
incident. There was less than 30 seconds between  
the first tripping in the southwest of Spain to complete 
blackout. So that’s what we’re up against and what 
we must protect against. 

Another solution is dynamic line rating really 
everything for the existing lines, and we’ve also  
done work around the existing thermal generators 
and their minimum stable generation levels. 

Back to the demand question – we currently have 
a safe level we can run the grid at in terms of the 
maximum amount of non-thermal generation; 
however, the low carbon inertia services that are  
due to be commissioned in late 2026 and 2027 will 
help that. 

Over the last number of months, we have noticed 
a downward trend as some of these actions have 
started to play. It is somewhat alleviated in the 
North but certainly not back to pre-2023 levels. It is 
all driven by the market prices – we are bringing in 
lower cost energy from GB, which has an impact on 
renewable developers. 
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Jamie Delargy: What would be the likely impact 
on ‘dispatch down’ if Liric does get the go-ahead? 

Alan Campbell: Non-synchronous power as one 
typically gets from renewables and interconnectors 
presents technical challenges but we have a track 
record of bringing more onto the grid and have 
plans in place to allow that to increase. Another 
interconnector today could give us more problems in 
terms of dispatch down based on the current market 
dynamics. But interconnectors provide benefits too – 
they give us security of supply, they can be an outflow 
for renewables too provided we get the cost of local 
generation down. It comes back to how the markets 
rewards renewable generation.

Dara Lynott: Anecdotally, yes, more interconnections 
can affect dispatch down, but more research is 
needed. 

To avoid dispatch down we need to focus on system 
services. Industry could really use the wind power 
that is currently dispatched down, but they are not 
getting a positive signal from the market to use it. 

The second thing is smart meters. They should have 
been rolled out 10 years ago. In GB, for example, grid 
operators are able to increase demand by offering 
discounts for using electricity at specified times. 

Jamie Delargy: Russell, how important is the 
Department for the Economy’s Renewable 
Electricity Price Guarantee scheme that promises 
to derisk investment in renewables by offering full 
compensation for all dispatch down events?

Russell Smyth: It is very important. The Republic 
of Ireland has five RESS [Renewable Electricity 
Support Scheme] processes under its belt now. You 
can see the evolution of these. The first two had two 
fundamental flaws – they didn’t offer indexation 
and dispatch down compensation. As a result, large 
pension funds said that they would not touch RESS.

RESS 4 and 5 have been adapted and are now 
so attractive that corporate Power Purchase 
Agreements  (PPAs )are harder to place because 
people are saying a corporate PPA doesn’t give them 
dispatch down compensation. We have calculated 
that indexation probably allows bidders to bid €5 
to €8 lower than if they didn’t have the benefit of 
indexation, and potentially up to €15 lower with 
dispatch down compensation. 

Jamie Delargy: The cost of this is going to be 
borne by consumers. Are you worried about the 
potential price that consumers will have to pay, 
Brian? 

Brian Mulhern: It is important that we decarbonise in 
a manner that is affordable and that people are not 
falling into fuel poverty as a result.

The RESS scheme provides price certainly, which is 
a positive for industry. However, we need to be able 
to utilise what we procure. We already have huge 
levels of dispatch down and if we double or triple 
our onshore base without a demand strategy it will 
get worse and that bill will fall to the consumer. 
Under REPG, the risk moves from the investor to the 
consumer and that could come with a severe cost. 
We have to be very careful that the consumer is not 
saddled with this. 
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Jamie Delargy: Paddy, are you concerned 
about what impact a flood of new investments 
in renewables could have on constraint 
and curtailment?

Paddy Larkin: The fundamentals of intermittent 
renewable generation is that it does not match 
demand. We are going to have to build a complete 
gas-powered infrastructure alongside it to run all that 
electric equipment whenever the wind is not blowing. 

The dispatch down that we are seeing at the minute 
is based on there not having been any support 
scheme since 2016. If more renewables are built and 
nothing is done to curtail dispatch down, it is going to 
increase. Investors will be protected, but the problem 
is just going to be transferred to customers.

Customers need to either accept it as an increased 
cost or put in place storage, interconnection or some 
other solution. Incremental renewable capacity 
added tends to increase dispatch down across the 
board. But if you apply the increase in dispatch down 
to just the new renewables added, the impact is 
massive. That is not to say we should not do it. We are 
going to have to invest in renewables, but not by itself. 
We need to put alongside cost-effective solutions 
such as storage or interconnection to reduce the  
cost to customers. 

Increasing demand is a good solution as it will allow 
us to produce more renewables and spread the cost 
of this investment over greater number of units, but 
it will not help the ‘80 by 30’ target – if you increase 
demand, 43% renewables will soon become 30%.

SMART METERS  
ROLL-OUT
Jamie Delargy: We have heard how smart 
meters could help soak up additional  
renewable energy, but they are not part of  
the RP7 package. So how is that issue going 
to be addressed?

Brian Mulhern: It was appropriate that smart meters 
were not part of the RP7 package. There should be 
a decision soon which will allow NIE Networks, the 
Utility Regulator, suppliers and the Consumer Council 
to develop a smart meter programme. We will then 
work with NIE to ensure that this cost is recovered.

Jamie Delargy: Smart meters will require  
time-of-use tariffs to be used most efficiently.  
Is there any sign that that suppliers are 
preparing time-of use-tariffs? 

Brian Mulhern: Time-of-use tariffs are being used in 
many countries across Europe with differing degrees 
of success. Supplier engagement and collaboration is 
going to be key between the regulator, NIE Networks 
and suppliers, but also to get consumer buy-in. It is 
also important to consider keeping standard tariffs  
at least in the short term as consumers adjust to  
time-of-use tariffs. 

Jamie Delargy: Will you be able to require 
suppliers to set up time-of-use tariffs? 

Brian Mulhern: We should not think about it as 
forcing someone to do it. If consumers want time-
of-use tariffs, then suppliers will naturally provide 
that for them. If consumers are saying I don’t want 
anything to do with this, then suppliers won’t be as 
incentivised to provide time-of-use tariffs. It is about 
the consumer at the end of the day. 
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Jamie Delargy: The consumer is going to be 
paying for the smart meter, and they may not 
necessarily see an obvious benefit.

Brian Mulhern: Today, we have a fairly flat wholesale 
price profile. Going forward, this may become more 
volatile and could change consumer behaviours. It is 
difficult to predict how prices will outturn and what 
the exact consumer benefit will be. 

Richard Rodgers: Jamie, I think you are looking at 
this issue down the wrong end of the telescope. 
Suppliers will make this work because it is a business 
opportunity. This is not about forcing a supplier to 
do anything. Consumers will still have a choice – 
they can stay on the standard tariff. As has been 
demonstrated around the world suppliers will see it 
as an opportunity and this will benefit consumers.

Dara Lynott: It is a customer opportunity as well. If 
you get an EV, you will charge between 2am and 4am. 
If you get a heat pump, the smart tariff would be the 
obvious choice. It is not about forcing anyone. Smart 
meters need to come online in tandem with heat 
pumps and EVs.

Brian Mulhern: Natural incentives and natural price 
signals will enable change. 

Paddy Larkin: Some grid costs, imperfection charges, 
market charges etc are charged on a per unit 
basis and structured around time-of-day use. You 
could therefore get massive dispatch down at the 
teatime peak, but industry is switching on their own 
generators because of the grid charges. But if grid 
charges were lowered when there was lots of wind 
then people would have access to cheaper wholesale 
prices and would stay on, whereas grid costs are 
structured in such a way that they don’t. 

Dara Lynott: At the moment there is a tariff review 
in ROI and people are thinking about some 
methodology that would get more units at a lower 
price and still pay for the infrastructure. That is 
exercising everyone’s thoughts at the moment. The 
base load cost is a barrier to people flicking either  
on the gas boiler or flicking on the electric boiler. 

We need to make that choice a lot easier, and this 
is where industrial policy comes in. The EU and the 
UK governments are looking at how can we make it 
easier for industry to make that jump to electrification 
either by getting capital to electrify or looking at 
something on the tariff side. 

Jamie Delargy: Derek, what do you think of 
dynamic network tariffs? 

Derek Hynes: I generally agree that suppliers will do 
what the market and their customers request them 
to do. We already have a prepayment system that 
delivers smart requirements in Northern Ireland. 
Fifty-five per cent of all homes have a prepayment 
meter – you can take advantage of cheap nighttime 
rates, you can see exactly how much you have left, 
and you can top it up when you want. It’s not brilliant, 
but it’s kind of smart. People will make choices and 
move suppliers depending on how best they can 
optimise their own circumstances from a price or a 
lifestyle perspective. 

The piece about either mandating time-of-use or 
leaving it totally up to the world is more about the 
network companies. Roughly twenty percent of 
the average household electricity bill pays for the 
network. You can regulate the living daylights out of 
that 20% or you can do something that tries to reduce 
the 80% by 10% and you will get much better bang for 
your buck. 

The reality of network charging is that it is currently 
disproportionately punitive to large energy users 
because there are so few of them. There are many 
things you can do at an economic policy level. 
Ultimately, the network has to be paid for, but it can 
be done differently. 

Northern Ireland waits and waits, lets everybody else 
muck it up and in theory we can come along and pick 
the best option.

Jamie Delargy: Russell, how useful might the 
EU’s proposed Industrial Decarbonisation Bank 
be if it is actually set up and we have access 
to it?

Russell Smyth: In reality, access to capital is not a 
problem. There is a wall of capital. If you have a good 
project with regulatory certainty, a route to market 
or regulated income, the money is there. So, the bank 
will be useful to have and maybe it will have some 
cost advantages, but it’s not the be all and end all. 
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LONG TERM PLANNING 
REQUIRED FOR 
DECARBONISATION
Jamie Delargy: Is there anything else that you 
think we should discuss before we wrap up? 

Paddy Larkin: The gas system is getting tight on the 
whole island. We have put all our eggs in one basket 
in terms of gas, and it is seen as a dirty fuel that 
we need to get rid of. We need a balanced view on 
decarbonisation, on security of supply and on price. 
But at this stage there is no technological solution to 
replace the gas backup. 

The T-4 capacity auction going on the minute and  
I just hope it is not going to be all big open-cycle gas 
turbines because that is just a cheap solution that is 
going to create a bigger problem in the gas system. 
There is no other technological solution, but in terms 
of security of supply we do not want to have to build 
more pipelines to GB, and you are not going to find 
more gas here. 

Jamie: Why are these capacity auctions technology 
neutral? Is there something else that would deliver  
a better, more efficient result?

Alan Campbell: They are designed to get the lowest 
cost for the consumer. The majority of technology 
coming through is open-cycle gas turbines, plus 
battery and energy storage. 

We would welcome some combined cycle generation 
on the grid – it is more efficient but has to be backed 
up as there is a question of general flexibility. We 
need to make sure that investors are able to see 
an investable proposition for what is that 20-year 
investment. 

Dara Lynott: The regulator in the South, CRU, is about 
to consult on decarbonisation of CRM [Capacity 
Remuneration Mechanism] plants. There are European 
regulations setting out a range of other technologies 
that are deemed low carbon for state aid grants. 

Anything that goes on the grid now is with us for  
20 years, so it needs to be convertible to renewable 
gas or carbon capture and storage. 

Peter Baillie: We need to be very careful about 
combined cycle gas turbines as they have higher 
minimum generation levels, so they displace more 
renewables. Also, as we are in a very constrained 
system, you would not be running them as base load 
and would not be getting the full benefit; and if you 
are not running them, you are effectively paying them 
for not running. 

We should be getting into long-duration storage. 
Yes, technologies have to be proven and worked 
through and all that but that’s where we should be 
going, not adding to a 2050 net zero problem with 
more combined cycles gas turbines. Right now, we 
can solve the problem by having four-hour storage, 
but there’s also eight-hour storage with lithium 
ion batteries that is entirely doable and being 
delivered elsewhere.
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