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Sustainable NI 

Sustainable NI is an independent charity (Charity Number NIC103426) dedicated to 
accelerating and supporting Northern Ireland’s transition to a sustainable future in which 
people and the planet can flourish. We promote sustainability principles through our events, 
policy work, projects and forums – currently providing the secretariat to the NI Sustainable 
Development Forum and the All-Party Group on Climate Action. Our goal is to tackle the root 
cause of societal problems like climate change and inequality through sustainable policy and 
decision-making. Our vision is a thriving society that meets its needs without compromising 
the planet. 

Summary 

Sustainable NI welcomes the opportunity to respond to the Department for the Economy’s 
consultation on increasing the socialisation of connection costs in the electricity distribution 
network. As an independent charity advocating for sustainability in policymaking, we believe 
that a fully socialised approach (Option 4) is the most equitable and effective policy to 
accelerate the transition to a low-carbon energy system.  

Response 

Our response is framed around the principles of Fairness, Protection of Vulnerable 
Customers, Investment, Climate Change, and Regional Balance. 

Fairness 

The current connection charging policy places an unfair burden on individuals or businesses 
that are the first to require reinforcement of the network, otherwise known as the first-mover 
disadvantage. Under the existing system (Option 1), those seeking to connect low-carbon 
technologies such as heat pumps or EV chargers often bear the full cost of necessary 
upgrades, even though subsequent users benefit without contributing. This discourages 
early adoption and disproportionately impacts those in rural areas where reinforcement 
costs tend to be higher. 

Option 4 removes this inequity by ensuring that reinforcement costs are fairly distributed 
among all electricity consumers through network charges. This approach acknowledges that 
all consumers benefit from a stronger, more resilient electricity network that enables the 
transition to net-zero. 
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Protection of Vulnerable Customers 

Vulnerable customers, particularly those in fuel poverty, often have the least capacity to 
afford the upfront costs of reinforcing the network. These households are also less likely to 
have the financial means to install low-carbon technologies without support. By fully 
socialising reinforcement costs, Option 4 ensures that vulnerable customers are not 
excluded from participating in the low-carbon transition due to financial barriers. 

Additionally, a socialised cost model prevents wealthier individuals or businesses from 
having an unfair advantage in accessing clean energy solutions, helping to close the energy 
affordability gap. 

Investment in a Future-Proofed Network 

A fully socialised model encourages strategic, long-term investment in the electricity 
distribution network. Instead of reinforcing the grid in a piecemeal manner - driven by 
individual connection requests - Option 4 would enable proactive network planning by NIE 
Networks. This approach is more efficient, reducing overall infrastructure costs over time 
and ensuring that the network can support increased demand from heat pumps, EVs, and 
renewable energy sources. 

Investment is also crucial for attracting businesses and industries that require sustainable 
and affordable energy connections. A well-planned, robust network lowers operational risks 
for businesses, fostering economic growth and job creation in the renewable energy sector. 

Tackling Climate Change 

Decarbonisation of heat and transport is essential to achieving Northern Ireland’s climate 
targets. The electrification of heat and transport is a fundamental component of this 
transition, yet the current policy disincentivises individuals and businesses from adopting 
low-carbon solutions by making connections prohibitively expensive. 

By adopting Option 4, Northern Ireland can remove financial barriers and accelerate the 
uptake of EVs, heat pumps, and local renewable generation. This will lead to lower carbon 
emissions, improved air quality, and reduced reliance on fossil fuels, ultimately helping to 
meet our net-zero commitments. 

Regional Balance and Rural Development 

The current system disproportionately affects rural areas, where network reinforcement 
costs are typically higher due to lower population densities and longer distances between 
connections. This exacerbates regional inequalities, making it harder for rural communities 
to benefit from the low-carbon transition. 
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Option 4 promotes a more balanced and equitable energy transition, ensuring that rural 
businesses, farms, and households can access clean energy technologies without facing 
excessive costs. A socialised approach supports regional economic development and 
prevents rural areas from being left behind in the transition to a sustainable energy system. 

Conclusion and Recommendation 

Sustainable NI strongly supports Option 4: Full Socialisation of Distribution Reinforcement 
Costs as the most effective, fair, and sustainable approach to electricity network connection 
charges. This policy will: 

• Ensure fairness by removing the first-mover disadvantage. 

• Protect vulnerable customers from prohibitive upfront costs. 

• Encourage strategic investment in the grid, reducing long-term costs. 

• Accelerate decarbonisation of heat and transport. 

• Promote regional balance and ensure rural communities are not disadvantaged. 

We urge the Department for the Economy to adopt Option 4 to facilitate a just and inclusive 
energy transition, aligned with Northern Ireland’s climate goals and sustainability principles. 

For further information, please contact: 

Nichola Hughes 
Director, Sustainable NI 
Email: nichola@sustainableni.org  
Website: www.sustainableni.org 
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