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DEPARTMENT FOR THE ECONOMY
SECTION 75 EQUALITY OF OPPORTUNITY SCREENING TEMPLATE
Part 1. Policy scoping

The first stage of the screening process involves scoping the policy under consideration.  The purpose of policy scoping is to help prepare the background and context and set out the aims and objectives for the policy, being screened.  At this stage, scoping the policy will help identify potential constraints as well as opportunities and will help the policy maker work through the screening process on a step by step basis.

Information about the policy 

Name of the policy

Heat networks in Northern Ireland: protecting consumers and setting up regulation.

Is this an existing, revised or a new policy?

New

What is it trying to achieve? (intended aims/outcomes) 

The objective is to develop an initial Heat Network (HNW) regulatory framework to:
1.	establish appropriate regulators, with appropriate legal powers;
2.	ensure basic consumer protection;
3.	establish a stable, and cost effective regulatory environment to encourage investment and development in the industry;
4.	advance the Executive's statutory decarbonisation and renewable energy objectives.

Are there any Section 75 categories which might be expected to benefit from the intended policy?

People who live in areas or buildings which are suitable for heat networks, from a physical and economic perspective, will be expected to benefit from the proposed policies.  However, no persons in any Section 75 categories are expected to benefit to a greater or lesser extent than other people, due to being within, or without, any of the Section 75 categories.

In NI the majority of heat networks provide heat for social housing developments where all the residents share the same heat source and have limited control over what they pay for the heat in their homes.  Nearly all social housing heat network residents are older people, economically needing support, or are people with a disability, therefore these s75 groups are most likely to benefit from the proposed policy as it will ensure that they are afforded basic consumer protections similar to gas and electricity customers.  

Who initiated or wrote the policy? 

The Heat Networks Team, in the Heat, Buildings and Climate Change Division, of the Department for the Economy, initiated and drafted this proposed policy proposal as part of the Department for the Economy’s implementation of the Executive’s Energy Strategy.  The Heat Networks team consulted with a broad section of industry and consumer stakeholders in preparing the proposed policy for consultation.

Who owns and who implements the policy?

Heat Networks Team, Heat, Buildings and Climate Change Division

Background

Heat networks (also known as “district heating”) offer a strategic opportunity to decarbonise heat in Northern Ireland (NI), particularly in areas where low-carbon heating systems for individual buildings may be less viable. By distributing low-carbon heat, and waste heat through insulated pipework, heat networks can deliver significant emissions reductions in one of the most challenging sectors of the energy system.  In NI, 56% of total final energy consumption is for heating. 

Beyond decarbonisation, heat networks can enhance energy security and affordability by reducing exposure to volatile fossil fuel prices and retaining more energy spending within the local economy. The larger scales of heat networks mean they can more readily incorporate thermal storage, which can assist in decarbonisation and cost management by using excess renewable energy to produce heating at peak periods when electricity network capacity is being used for non-heat purposes.  

While the current number of networks in Northern Ireland is limited—estimated at around 97, mostly communal systems—there is clear potential for growth, especially when aligned with public sector decarbonisation, regeneration, housing, and infrastructure planning.

The Energy Act 2023[footnoteRef:1] (Act) provides the legislative foundation for regulating heat networks in NI. The Act designates the Northern Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation (UR) as the default regulator for heat networks in NI.  Similarly, DfE has the power to designate the Consumer Council for Northern Ireland (CCNI), or another body, to conduct consumer redress functions under Section 218 of the Act. The Act also grants powers to DfE to make subordinate legislation to regulate heat network suppliers and operators. [1:  https://www.legislation.gov.uk/ukpga/2023/52/contents ] 


The Department for the Economy will be consulting on the proposed policy seeking input from stakeholders on DfE’s proposals to develop a regulatory framework for heat networks in Northern Ireland through regulations made under its regulation making powers in the Act.

Implementation factors

Are there any factors which could contribute to/detract from the intended aim/outcome of the policy/decision?

Financial – 
[bookmark: _Hlk224053147]The market framework will need to provide for funding of the Regulator (designated as the Utility Regulator in the UK Energy Act 2023) to develop the regulatory policies for its responsibilities.  Those responsibilities will be set out in regulation which will be developed following consideration of responses to this consultation.  Initially, authorisation fees will not be sufficient to fund the regulator in these activities.  A transitional model which will involve gas and electricity consumers funding the regulation of heat networks will need to be developed.

Legislative - 
The regulatory framework will need to be specified in regulations, with operational design through UR’s regulatory implementation.  The Department is given power to make regulations for this purpose in section 219 of the UK Energy Act 2023.

The Department will develop regulations following consideration of responses to this consultation, subject to Ministerial approval.  

Main stakeholders affected

Who are the internal and external stakeholders (actual or potential) that the policy will impact upon? (please delete as appropriate)

service users
The main stakeholders affected will be people who are customers/consumers of heat networks.  They will want robust, effective, flexible, and cost effective regulatory framework to deliver least cost, reliable heat energy.

Industry stakeholders will include heat network providers and suppliers, and industries which will compete with heat networks in providing heat solutions in Northern Ireland.  They will also want a level regulatory field as well as a cost effective and predictable regulatory framework.

other public sector organisations
Heat networks will interact with other public sector organisations such as electricity and gas suppliers and network operators.
Planning stakeholders will be interested in how heat networks interact with planning policy.



voluntary/community/trade unions
Consumer oriented community organisations will want the regulatory framework to provide resilient, adaptable, and cost effective consumer protection, with clear descriptions of the information required to be provided, and the enforcement framework.

Other Groups
· Heat Network Developers 
· Heat Network Service Providers 
· Business and Economic Development Enterprises/Sectors 
· Voluntary/Community Groups 
· Registered Housing Associations 
· Northern Ireland Housing Executive (NIHE) 
· Environmental Groups 
· Gas and Electricity Suppliers 
· Gas and Electricity system operators

Other policies with a bearing on this policy

DfE has, and is developing, policies in relation to heat generally.  It is largely focused on heat for individual businesses or houses.  DfE is also developing policy on geothermal energy for heat and other purposes.

DfE has policies in relation to energy consumers, which are the responsibility of DfE’s Energy Consumer team.

They are managed by the relevant teams within DfE.

The proposed consultation has/will been developed in close consultation with the other DfE policy teams.

Available evidence 

Evidence to help inform the screening process may take many forms.  Public authorities should ensure that their screening decision is informed by relevant data. The Commission has produced this guide to signpost to S75 data.  Also refer to the DfE Guidance for Equality Screening for some evidence sources.

People who live in areas or buildings which are suitable for heat networks, from a physical and economic perspective, will be expected to benefit from the proposed policies.  However, no persons in any Section 75 categories are expected to benefit to a greater or lesser extent than other people, due to being within, or without, any of the Section 75 categories.


The preparation of the heat network operational regulations proposed policy has been informed by an evidence base which has involved engagement with industry consultees and public and community sector stakeholders through a stakeholder group which DfE convened. 
. 
In addition, the proposed policy has been informed by representations received in response to DfE’s 2022 Consultation – “Heat Networks: Building A Market Framework[footnoteRef:2]” [2:  https://www.economy-ni.gov.uk/consultations/heat-networks-building-market-framework - www.conomy-ni.gov.uk
Heat Networks - building a market framework | Department for the Economy] 

.

Religious belief: 
There is no evidence available in relation to the religious belief of the users of heat networks.

Political Opinion: 
There is no evidence available in relation to the political opinion of the users of heat networks.

Racial Group: 
There is no evidence available in relation to the racial group of the users of heat networks.

Age evidence / information: 
There is limited evidence in relation to the age of people who use heat networks which suggests that many are older people because they are more likely to live in social housing where most of NI’s heat networks are found.  In addition, a number of heat networks are used to heat student accommodation meaning that the proposed policy is more likely to affect young adults.  

Marital Status: 
There is no evidence available in relation to the marital status of the users of heat networks.

Sexual Orientation: 
There is no evidence available in relation to the sexual orientation of the users of heat networks.

Men & Women generally: 
There is no evidence available in relation to the gender of the users of heat networks.

Disability: 
There is limited evidence in relation to the disability that suggests that more people with a disability use heat networks because they are more likely to live in social housing where heat networks predominate.

Dependants: 
There is no evidence available in relation to whether there are any differences in those with or without dependents using heat networks 


Needs, experiences, and priorities

Taking into account the information referred to above, what are the different needs, experiences, and priorities of each of the following categories, in relation to the particular policy/decision?  

(Specify details of the needs, experiences, and priorities for each of the Section 75 categories below).

Religious belief
No specific need, experiences, or priorities in relation to this proposed policy have been identified.  

Political Opinion
No specific need, experiences, or priorities in relation to this proposed policy have been identified.

Racial Group
No specific need, experiences, or priorities in relation to this proposed policy have been identified.

Age
Older people tend to have lower incomes and are more likely to experience fuel poverty therefore it is important that their heat supply is secure, the cost is fair and they have a route to appeal/complain if anything goes wrong.  This proposed policy will deliver these protections.

Marital status
No specific need, experiences, or priorities in relation to this proposed policy have been identified.

Sexual orientation
No specific need, experiences, or priorities in relation to this proposed policy have been identified. 

Men and Women Generally
No specific need, experiences, or priorities in relation to this proposed policy have been identified.

Disability
Disabled people tend to struggle to access goods and services and therefore it is important that their heat supply is secure, the cost is fair and they have a route to appeal/complain if anything goes wrong.  This proposed policy will deliver these protections.

Dependants
No specific need, experiences, or priorities in relation to this proposed policy have been identified.

Part 2. Screening questions 

Introduction 

In making a decision as to whether or not there is a need to carry out an equality impact assessment, the public authority should consider its answers to the questions 1-4 which are given on pages 66-68 of this Guide.

If the public authority’s conclusion is none in respect of all of the Section 75 equality of opportunity and/or good relations categories, then the public authority may decide to screen the policy out.  If a policy is ‘screened out’ as having no relevance to equality of opportunity or good relations, a public authority should give details of the reasons for the decision taken. 

If the public authority’s conclusion is major in respect of one or more of the Section 75 equality of opportunity and/or good relations categories, then consideration should be given to subjecting the policy to the equality impact assessment procedure. 

If the public authority’s conclusion is minor in respect of one or more of the Section 75 equality categories and/or good relations categories, then consideration should still be given to proceeding with an equality impact assessment, or to:

· measures to mitigate the adverse impact; or
· the introduction of an alternative policy to better promote equality of opportunity and/or good relations.

In favour of a ‘major’ impact

a) The policy is significant in terms of its strategic importance;
b) Potential equality impacts are unknown, because, for example, there is insufficient data upon which to make an assessment or because they are complex, and it would be appropriate to conduct an equality impact assessment in order to better assess them;
c) Potential equality and/or good relations impacts are likely to be adverse or are likely to be experienced disproportionately by groups of people including those who are marginalised or disadvantaged;
d) Further assessment offers a valuable way to examine the evidence and develop recommendations in respect of a policy about which there are concerns amongst affected individuals and representative groups, for example in respect of multiple identities;
e) The policy is likely to be challenged by way of judicial review;
f) The policy is significant in terms of expenditure.

In favour of ‘minor’ impact

a) The policy is not unlawfully discriminatory and any residual potential impacts on people are judged to be negligible;
b) The policy, or certain proposals within it, are potentially unlawfully discriminatory, but this possibility can readily and easily be eliminated by making appropriate changes to the policy or by adopting appropriate mitigating measures;
c) Any asymmetrical equality impacts caused by the policy are intentional because they are specifically designed to promote equality of opportunity for particular groups of disadvantaged people;
d) By amending the policy there are better opportunities to better promote equality of opportunity and/or good relations.

In favour of none
	
a) The policy has no relevance to equality of opportunity or good relations.
b) The policy is purely technical in nature and will have no bearing in terms of its likely impact on equality of opportunity or good relations for people within the equality and good relations categories.	
.
Screening questions 

1. What is the likely impact on equality of opportunity for those affected by this policy, for each of the Section 75 equality categories? 

People who live in areas or buildings which are suitable for heat networks, from a physical and economic perspective, will be expected to benefit from the proposed policies.  However, no persons in any Section 75 categories are expected to benefit to a greater or lesser extent than other people, due to being within, or without, any of the Section 75 categories.


Details of the likely policy impacts on Religious Belief:
None
What is the level of impact: 
None  

Details of the likely policy impacts on Political Opinion:
None
What is the level of impact?  
None  

Details of the likely policy impacts on Racial Group:
None
What is the level of impact?  
None   

Details of the likely policy impacts on Age:
Although there are only around 2000 people likely to be affected (because they are living in social housing heated by a heat network) by this proposed policy the impact will be positive as they will continue to be afforded protections that are due to be replaced from UK legislation into NI legislation affording baseline consumer protections around metering and billing.  DfE considers that there are no adverse effects from this proposed policy.
What is the level of impact?  
Minor positive

Details of the likely policy impacts on Marital Status:
None
What is the level of impact?  
None 

Details of the likely policy impacts on Sexual Orientation:
None
What is the level of impact?  
 None   

Details of the likely policy impacts on Men and Women:
None
What is the level of impact?
None  
 
Details of the likely policy impacts on Disability:
Although there are only around 2000 people likely to be affected (because they are living in social housing heated by a heat network) by this proposed policy the impact will be positive as they will be afforded protections in terms of their heat supply, including a guaranteed supply at a fair cost and will have access to an appeal/complaint mechanism if anything goes wrong. DfE considers that there are no adverse impacts from this proposed policy.
What is the level of impact?  
Minor positive  

Details of the likely policy impacts on Dependants:
None
What is the level of impact?
None   

2. Are there opportunities to better promote equality of opportunity for people within the Section 75 equalities categories?

(Detail opportunities of how this policy could promote equality of opportunity for people within each of the Section 75 Categories below).

Religious Belief – 
No:  The proposed policy will provide continuity for baseline consumer protections that are due to be replaced from UK legislation into NI legislation for the users of heat networks. 

Political Opinion – 
No:  The proposed policy will provide continuity for baseline consumer protections that are due to be replaced from UK legislation into NI legislation for the users of heat networks.

Racial Group – 
No:  The proposed policy will provide continuity for baseline consumer protections that are due to be replaced from UK legislation into NI legislation for the users of heat networks.

Age -
No:  The proposed policy will provide continuity for baseline consumer protections that are due to be replaced from UK legislation into NI legislation for the users of heat networks.

Marital Status -:
No:  The proposed policy will provide continuity for baseline consumer protections that are due to be replaced from UK legislation into NI legislation for the users of heat networks.

Sexual Orientation -
No:  The proposed policy will provide continuity for baseline consumer protections that are due to be replaced from UK legislation into NI legislation for the users of heat networks.

Men and Women generally -
No:  The proposed policy will provide continuity for baseline consumer protections that are due to be replaced from UK legislation into NI legislation for the users of heat networks. 

Disability -
No:  The proposed policy will provide continuity for baseline consumer protections that are due to be replaced from UK legislation into NI legislation for the users of heat networks.

Dependants -
No:  The proposed policy will provide continuity for baseline consumer protections that are due to be replaced from UK legislation into NI legislation for the users of heat networks.

3. To what extent is the policy likely to impact on good relations between people of different religious belief, political opinion, or racial group? 

Details of the likely policy impacts on Religious Belief: 
There is no likely policy effect on good relations between people of different religious belief.  The proposed policy will apply equally to all users of heat networks.
What is the level of impact?  
None   

Details of the likely policy impacts on Political Opinion:
There is no likely policy effect on good relations between people of differing political opinion as the proposed policy will apply equally to all users of heat networks.
What is the level of impact?  
None   

Details of the likely policy impacts on Racial Group:
There is no likely policy effect on good relations between people of different racial groups as the proposed policy will apply equally to all users of heat networks.
What is the level of impact?  
None   

4. Are there opportunities to better promote good relations between people of different religious belief, political opinion, or racial group?

Detail opportunities of how this policy could better promote good relations for people within each of the Section 75 Categories below:

Religious Belief -
There are no opportunities to promote good relations between people of different religious beliefs.  The proposed policy will apply equally to all users of heat networks.

Political Opinion -
There are no opportunities to promote good relations between people of different political opinion.  The proposed policy will apply equally to all users of heat networks.

Racial Group -
There are no opportunities to promote good relations between people of different racial groups.  The proposed policy will apply equally to all users of heat networks.


Additional considerations

Multiple identity

Given that most heat networks in Northern Ireland provide heat to people in social housing and that the people who live in this housing tend to be older and disabled people the proposed policy is most likely to impact more on older disabled people.  However, the proposed policy provides continuity for baseline consumer protections that are due to be replaced from UK legislation into NI legislation for these people and is likely to have a positive impact on them.

Part 3. Screening decision

DfE considers that there is not a reason to conduct an equality impact assessment.

Policy screened out without need for mitigation.

An equality impact assessment will not be conducted on this proposed policy because it will have no negative impact on any section 75 group.  The proposed policy will have a minor positive impact on older and disabled people because of the protections introduced for users of heat networks.

There is no need to mitigate the impact of the proposed policy as it results in no negative impact.

This equality assessment has been based on the Equality Commission publication: Practical Guidance on Equality Impact Assessment.

Mitigation 

DfE considers that the proposed policy will have no negative impact on any section 75 group.  The proposed policy will have a minor positive impact on older and disabled people because of the protections introduced for users of heat networks.

There is no need to mitigate the impact of the proposed policy as it results in no negative impact.



Part 4. Monitoring

The proposed policy will result in a regulatory framework that will provide for a consumer complaints process, and the Department will monitor the number and type of complaint to ensure that the proposed policy is working and delivering the protections anticipated.

Part 5 - Approval and authorisation

Screened by:  Nigel Morris
Position/Job Title:  DP Heat Networks Team
Date: 10 March 2026

Approved by: Koichi Samuels 
Position/Job Title: G7 Heat Networks Team
Date: 10/03/2026


For Equality Team Completion:
Date Received:  10 March 2026
Amendments Requested: Yes 
Date Returned to Business Area: 11 March 2026
Date Final Version Received / Agreed:  11 March 2026
Date Published on DfI’s Section 75 webpage:  10 August 2026
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