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Informing 
Northern Ireland’s 
decision makers 
agendaNi is Northern Ireland’s leading 

multiplatform public policy and business 

magazine, reaching key decision makers and 

influencers within government and across the 

public, private and voluntary sectors.  

Each issue of agendaNi provides in-depth coverage 

of regular features which include public services; 

healthcare; education; environment; energy; 

infrastructure; business and economy; voluntary 

and community sector developments; and public 

affairs.  

In addition, agendaNi features comprehensive 

sector specific reports on health, education, 

infrastructure, digital government, energy, 

environment and sustainability, housing, business, 

the economy, construction, public affairs, local 

government, transport, criminal justice, learning and 

skills, governance, and regional focus reporting. 

Distribution 
Distributed on a multiplatform basis, alongside the 
hardcopy magazine, agendaNi has a broad digital 
footprint which ensures that your campaign has 
enhanced exposure and online visibility. agendaNi’s 
content is distributed via several digital platforms 
including:  

• the agendaNi website; 

• a digital ‘page-turner’ or agendaNi Digital; 

• a digital newsletter; and 

• weekly targeted email campaigns for each sector 

specific report.
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Natural gas infrastructure: The 
journey to a low carbon future

With more time being spent at home and 

staycations the popular holiday choice, 

there is a greater focus on the 

environment around us, and with 

changed transport and energy user 

habits resulting in significant carbon 

reductions globally since the outbreak of 

Covid-19, we have perhaps seen what 

the authors of a recent report by the 
Centre for Research on Energy and 
Clean Air meant by “a glimpse of the 
cleaner, healthier, environment that is 
possible”.  

The UK Government’s announcement to 
bring all greenhouse gas emissions to 
net zero by 2050 has seen the agenda 

move from if and when, to the more 
important question of how 
decarbonisation can be realised. This 
will undoubtedly be a focus of the new 
Northern Ireland energy strategy, as it 
seeks to identify how we play our part in 
meeting wider UK targets and create a 
lower carbon future for Northern Ireland. 

Unlike many region specific challenges 
that Northern Ireland has faced in the 
past, the decarbonisation challenge is 
being shared with many countries across 
the world and in the last number of 
years, we have seen significant 
investments being made in energy trials 
across various sectors that have created 
considerable momentum and increased 
profile globally to the extent that 
decarbonisation is very much at the top 
of most political agendas. The Energy 
Strategy, due for release in Autumn 2021 
should be well placed to offer a Northern 
Ireland tailored strategy that builds on 
global learning but equally understands 
the opportunity for immediate action and 
harnesses the indigenous resources we 
have available. 

As the discussion in Northern Ireland 
has evolved through the consultation 
platforms facilitated by the Department, 
the most notable shift recently has been 
the increased level of confidence that 
while Northern Ireland’s energy transition 
will be influenced by neighbouring 
strategies, the region is well placed to 
carve out a specific set of solutions that 
recognise the existing energy landscape. 

Energy efficiency  
Energy efficiency is at the heart of any 
low carbon economy. With a large 
proportion of homes with low energy 
efficiency ratings locally, there is a need 
to design and deliver an ambitious 
energy efficiency programme across 
existing housing stock and new build 
regulations. This must be coupled with 
an educational engagement campaign to 
influence consumer behaviour, 
demonstrating the financial and 
environmental benefits of energy 
efficiency measures that creates a 

They say that necessity is the mother of invention and 

nothing demonstrates that more powerfully in recent 

times than the decisions that have been taken and the 

changes that have been made as a result of the Covid-

19 pandemic, writes Phoenix’s Director of Business 

Development Jonathan Martindale. 

Jonathan Martindale, Director of Business Development.
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culture of personal responsibility for 
efficiency in the areas each consumer 
can control. 

Natural gas consumers have a head 
start here, with high efficiency control 
and systems installed with all new gas 
connections, enabling Northern Ireland’s 
natural gas consumers to use on 
average 17 per cent less energy than 
their Great Britain counterparts. 

Natural gas 
infrastructure  
The natural gas network in Northern 
Ireland is relatively new. By the end of 
the current GD17 Regulatory Price 
Control (2022) the three gas distribution 
network operators will have made 
natural gas available to circa 550,000 
properties locally, around 70 per cent of 
properties. Of those with natural gas 
availability, it is estimated that 231,000 
of these properties will remain 
unconnected to the network, most 
continuing to use home heating oil. 

With natural gas an inherently carbon 
cleaner fuel than oil, this presents an 
immediate opportunity for carbon 
savings, as each property converting 
from an older oil boiler to a natural gas 
central heating system with associated 
controls reduces their carbon footprint by 
up to 50 per cent. This offers 
considerable carbon savings while 
providing increased lifestyle and 
convenience benefits with minimal 
investment and no consumer behaviour 
change.  

If each of the 231,000 consumers with 
natural gas available connected to the 
network, natural gas users would 
prevent 1.5 million tonnes of CO2 being 
released into the atmosphere each year, 
a significant saving, making immediate 
in-roads to Northern Ireland’s 
decarbonisation challenge. With 
ambitions across the natural gas 
industry to further improve natural gas’s 
greener credentials, there can be real 
confidence for consumers that the 
network they connect to now will be the 
network that transports a greener form of 
fuel to their homes in the future. 

A renewable future: 
Greening the natural gas 
network  
Northern Ireland has risen to the 
challenge of delivering 40 per cent 
renewable electricity in advance of its 

2020 target, thanks to technological 
advances that have harnessed the 
indigenous wind resources in abundant 
availability. Yet there is another 
indigenous renewable energy resource, 
that with supportive policy, could 
instantly support the greening of the 
natural gas network while helping to 
solve a further local decarbonisation 
challenge.  

When organic matter is processed at an 
Anaerobic Digestor (AD) plant, biogas is 
produced and can be captured. This 
biogas can be upgraded to biomethane 
and then injected into the natural gas 
infrastructure, blending safely with 
existing natural gas. This blended mix 
can be accommodated without any 
change to the natural gas infrastructure 
or consumer appliances.  

Already underway in the Republic of 
Ireland and Great Britain, and with more 
than 50 active AD plants in Northern 
Ireland, this is a circular process that 
recycles waste from food manufacturing, 
processing, farming and households. 
Utilising biomethane in this way also 
diverts methane (28 times more pollutant 
than CO2) from entering the 
atmosphere, helping offset emissions for 
the agricultural sector.  

The Northern Ireland Renewables 
Obligation (NIRO) supported AD plants 
with renewable electric generation, 
however, the scheme closed for new 
applications in 2017, removing the 

mechanism to drive forward the waste to 
energy solution. Consequently, key 
waste streams in Northern Ireland are 
not being disposed of in a way that 
recovers their significant energy 
potential. 

The Energy Strategy review must act as 
an enabler to springboard this 
workstream and in particular recognise 
the superior efficiencies associated with 
the use of organic waste for biomethane 
injection into the natural gas network. 

Locally, we have partnered with Queen’s 
University Belfast and the AD industry to 
quantify the waste to energy opportunity 
that exists locally, with existing reports 
suggesting that up to 30 per cent of 
Northern Ireland’s heat demand could be 
served through this already proven 
energy generating process. 

As with the maximisation of the natural 
gas network, biomethane injection is 
another intervention which can begin 
making immediate inroads in local 
carbon reduction. 

Hydrogen  
It is impossible to talk about net carbon 
zero goals without looking at the role 
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NI Water’s Chief Executive Sara Venning reveals how the organisation is working 
hard to facilitate Northern Ireland’s bold economic and environmental ambitions but 
requires urgent government funding to ensure it can continue to deliver.

Tenacious delivery

14 cover story

cover story

“The last year has been truly unique in so 

many ways,” explains Venning.  

The Chief Executive says that the Covid-

19 pandemic has had a devastating 

effect on people’s lives, changing the 

way we live and operate our businesses, 

throwing a spanner in the works of 

normality and making us doubt the 

reliability of many of the services which, 

in modern life, we had come to take for 

granted. 

One constant throughout the various 

twists and turns of the last 12 months is 

water. 

“Despite a number of lockdowns of 

varying degrees, the homes and 

businesses of Northern Ireland have 

continued to enjoy a supply of clean 

drinking water and the efficient removal 

of wastewater. Each day of the last year 

has been challenging, but our 

interactions with water have been one 

constant which we have been able to 

rely on in a tumultuous world,” states 

Venning. 

Behind that feat are the team at Northern 

Ireland Water (NI Water), who, 

throughout the last year, have been 

maintaining this region’s water 

infrastructure so that when we turn on 

the taps we get the clean, safe drinking 

water we have come to expect. They 

have continued to deliver a vital service 

to Northern Ireland during the pandemic, 

most importantly in supporting frontline 

health services. 

Some of NI Water’s team are based out 

in the field maintaining reservoirs, water 

pumps and wastewater treatment plants, 

fixing leaks and bursts, while others are 

based in laboratories carrying out vital 

water testing. All had to adjust to a new 

way of working as the pandemic took 

hold but with the right measures in place 
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NI Water was able to ensure no 

interruption of service, even during the 

extremely dry weather experienced last 

spring and early summer. 

“It may be hard to remember as you look 

out of your window now but there was a 

long spell of sunny weather in the early 

days of last year’s lockdown when 

everyone took to their gardens, sending 

usage soaring as the rain dried up,” 

Venning highlights. 

“In June, demand for water came close 

to outstripping our ability to treat it and it 

looked as if a hose pipe ban might be 

needed but our water supply team kept 

the water flowing with a bit of help from 

some much needed rain.” 

At the same time, NI Water’s capital 

works saw only minimal disruption in the 

early days of lockdown as new, socially 

distanced protocols were implemented 

on its sites around Northern Ireland. As a 

result, it invested more than £170 million 

on capital works last year on maintaining 

and enhancing pumps, pipes and 

treatment works, while also installing 

new storm tanks and other essential 

engineering.  

While that may sound like a lot, more is 

needed if NI Water is to reach its 

overriding aim of providing a modern 

efficient service to Northern Ireland, not 

just during the course of the pandemic 

but for this and future generations, 

according to Venning. 

“£170 million in one year is nowhere near 

the amount of capital investment which 

is needed to meet all our infrastructure 

needs. That need is apparent throughout 

NI Water’s stable, but is particularly vital 

for the treatment of wastewater.” 

That urgency has arisen due to an 

historical lack of investment by the 

Executive which means Northern 

Ireland’s sewerage and wastewater 

works are struggling to cope with 

growing volumes from an increasing 

population and economy. 

NI Water is a non-departmental public 

body which can only invest in line with 

allocations set out by the Northern 

Ireland Executive with funding which is 

scored against the block grant. 

“Over the past 10 years our government 

hasn't made available the level of 

investment needed. The funding which 

was made available has gone into 

ensuring that our public water supply is 

safe but we haven’t been able to invest 

in growing our wastewater treatment 

capacity, one which is vital to support 

economic growth,” explains Venning. 

“As a result, the growth potential of 

Northern Ireland will be curbed in the 

future if NI Water isn’t able to allocate 

more funding to grow our wastewater 

treatment capacity. It really has been a 

case of cranes before drains and we 

need that to change.” 

PC21 
NI Water submitted its PC21 Business 

Plan to the Utility Regulator in January 

2020, setting out that NI Water needs 

£2.2 billion capital investment over the 

next six years (2021-27), to maintain our 

essential water and sewerage services.  

The need for increased funding has been 

backed by the Utility Regulator. In its 

PC21 Draft Determination, it has 

supported £2 billion capital investment. 

“The Covid-19 crisis has shone a light 

directly on how vital clean water and 

sanitation are to society; one would say 

they are priceless,” Venning says. “This 

plan is an important one for all of us in 

Northern Ireland.  

“It lays out a blueprint of what NI Water 

needs to operate and to deliver our 

service to all our customers on a daily 

basis, and what is required to ensure we 

have a modern, efficient, water service 

today and in the future that one would 

expect in a strong, modern regional 

economy. In shaping our plan, we have 

worked with the Utility Regulator and our 

stakeholders to propose a way forward 

to start to tackle the crisis looming in 

Northern Ireland.  

“We set out the step change in capital 

investment required to address the most 

critical needs while providing continued 

improvements in our efficiency and 

service for our customers.” 

At a recent meeting with the 

infrastructure committee, Director of 

Networks at the Utility Regulator, Tanya 

Hedley reported: “It is important to us 

that NI Water has security of funding and 

it would also be very valuable in their 

delivery if they had confidence in a three-

year capital budget and that is 
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“The Covid-19 crisis has shone a light 
directly on how vital clean water and 
sanitation are to society; one would say 
they are priceless.”

Alistair Jinks, Director of Business Services and Damien O’Mullan Head of Energy at NI Water with a small-scale 
electrolyser on site at Kinnegar Wastewater Treatment Works.



Creative marketing opportunities 
Choice of marketing is key when communicating a message to an influential audience and the agendaNi advertising 

team has the experience and knowledge to assist you in establishing the most effective return on your investment.  

Creative marketing activities include: 

• Report sponsorship – guarantee maximum exposure 

with combination of branding, editorial and 

advertising 

• Round table discussion – hosted by organisation and 

including four leading professionals/stakeholders 

from other organisations 

• Working lunch events – presented by senior member 

of the organisation to three/four invited 

clients/stakeholders 

• Advertorials – branded editorial-style articles 

• Display advert 

• Advertisements
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their wider spheres of influence. Where I think the resource
industry has a challenge, and an opportunity, is that many
businesses know where they want to get to in terms of
environmental impact, but they don’t completely know how to get
there. That is where innovation and collaboration is vital. The
resource sector can help accelerate Northern Ireland’s shift to a
circular economy. 

John Barry 

We are in a climate emergency, as represented by official
declarations of such by the Northern Ireland Assembly, the UK and
Irish parliaments and 75 per cent of UK local authorities, and on
the back of the pandemic, I think we are experiencing an
economic shift. We are moving away from a ‘dig and gig’ economy
to a more ‘care and repair’ model. I believe the resource industry
and the electricity industry are pioneering the emergence of a new
industrial, economic paradigm that is more circular but also more
local and less globalised. It is no longer about simply greening
business as usual and I think we need to start challenging not just
production, but consumption patterns and move beyond a
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neoliberal capitalist economic system. There is a frustration at a
lack of movement in government to set parameters. Resource
management has huge environmental and job creating potential
and I think there is an even greater role for the resource industry
under clear legislative regulation from government. 4
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industry have in delivering

a decarbonised, circular

economy?  

Brett Ross

The resource sector is in a unique

position of interacting with almost every

household and business and that is why

we have such an important role in

decarbonisation. Businesses over the last

number of years have moved significantly

towards resource efficiency but it has got

to a point now where, as long as it goes

into a particular bin, it is job done. The

waste sector has a role to be a conduit of

more information and more data on what

15 years. 
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McVicker 

uick analysis of the resource sector

its emissions over the last decade

ows two things. Firstly, that the sector

a relatively small player in that regard

d secondly, that it has done a lot of

ood work, particularly in relation to

iverting material away from landfill,

which is a major source of methane

emissions. However, I think there is a big

role for the sector around behavioural

change. Progress in relation to recycling

serves to highlight how the industry can

bring the public along in the move to a

circular economy. 

That goes beyond public campaigns

around the environmental benefits of

recycling. We have found the area of

greatest traction, particularly for

politicians and policymakers, is the

economic benefits that can flow from a

circular economy. For example, organics

in your brown bin cost a lot less to

dispose of than in your black bin. So, we

have sought to highlight those savings

that can be made in revenue budgets and

encouraged councils to flow these back

into their communities through investment

(e.g. in parks) and publicly highlight that

the investment has been made possible

by ratepayers’ behavioural change. I think

our sector leaders have a responsibility to

help decision-makers better understand

the practical implications of a circular

economy.

Lisa McIlvenna
hosted by 
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Business in the Community work with a

range of businesses and, in the past two to

three years, we have witnessed a

recognisable shift away from companies

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

  
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

  
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 

 

  
 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

  
 

 
 

 

Readership 
In addition to the digital platforms, agendaNi 

is directly mailed to over 7,000 key decision 

makers across Northern Ireland including: 
 

• government ministers, MPs and MLAs; 

• permanent secretaries, government 

departments, agencies and advisors; 

• Northern Ireland’s top 100 businesses, 

CEOs, managing directors and senior 

executives; 

• senior managers in the business, legal, 

ICT and financial sectors; 

• local authority councillors and officials; 

• senior managers and directors in health, 

education and justice organisations; 

• leaders in specific sectors: energy, 

environment, housing and transport 

sectors; and 

• voluntary and community sector 

management.

Roundtable discussion

Advertorial 

Special in-depth features are scheduled during the year and include topics such as: 

Energy regulators in Northern Ireland

and the Republic of Ireland have

published their plans for the future of the

island’s Single Electricity Market (SEM)

for consultation.

The electricity market in the Island of

Ireland has undergone substantial

change over the last decade as a

consequence of the move towards a

Single Electricity Market. Since the SEM

was implemented in November 2007, the

island has had over 2,000MW of

investment in new conventional

generation, including two new CCGTs at

Aghada and Whitegate and OCGT units

at Kilroot and Edenderry.

A further 450MW plant is being

developed at Great Island by SSE. There

has also been significant investment in

refurbishment of existing capacity, in

generating and distribution technologies,

and Interconnector routes to the Great

Britain market. Investment has begun to

diversify the energy mix across Ireland,

with both gas and coal falling as a

proportion of installed capacity from 

48 per cent and 13 per cent in 2007 to

43 per cent and 11 per cent in 2013.

Installed wind capacity has been the

primary replacement with installed wind

capacity increasing from 12 per cent in

2007 to 19 per cent in 2013. 

These are all encouraging developments

but despite the level of investment and

relative success of the SEM, there is still

more to be done to both ensure the

long-term security of energy supply and

to capture investors’ share of wallet in

what is an increasingly competitive

global market for energy investors. 

From an energy security perspective,

recent events in Ukraine and rising EU

tensions with Russia have highlighted

the relative fragility of European energy

supply, and the island of Ireland which

sits at the periphery is not immune to

supply concerns.

Indeed, although in January 2014 EirGrid
indicated that there is an overall surplus
of generation on the island. With some
capacity expected to be mothballed in
the near future and an expected deficit
in Northern Ireland from 2016 there is
still work to be done to secure long-term
demand projections are met. As such,
the new integrated SEM will be required
to take account of the changing
generation mix as a result of the
increased level of renewable generation
as well as the impact of increased
demand side participation. It will be
important to ensure that the right
investment signals are in place to ensure
that future energy needs are met.

With this in mind, the SEM Committee
which is the decision-making authority
on all matters concerning the SEM, has
published a draft decision paper based
on feedback from an earlier consultation
exercise. The paper sets out the features
of proposed new energy trading
arrangements (ETAs) within the new
integrated SEM (I-SEM); as well as the
need for and proposed design of a new
capacity remuneration mechanism
(CRM). The proposed changes are
designed to meet the requirements of
the EU target model, developed as part
of the EU’s Third Energy Package to
harmonise cross-border trading rules
and co-ordinate national and regional
market designs. The SEM Committee
intends to publish its final decision on
the proposals set out in the paper in
early September 2014 and expects the
new arrangements to apply from 2016,
according to the decision paper. The
SEM Committee is seeking feedback on
the decision paper from consumers of
electricity, market participants and other
interested parties until 25 July 2014.

Since the SEM began in 2007, wholesale
electricity in Ireland and Northern Ireland
has been traded on an all-island basis.
All electricity generated on or imported
onto the island of Ireland is now fed into
a gross mandatory pool market, from
which all wholesale electricity for
consumption on or export from the
island must be purchased.

Once the European requirements come
into force, all energy market
arrangements will be required to
implement a set of prices that would
change for a particular trading period the
closer the market moved to real time.
This is different from the current SEM
where there is a single price for a

particular trading period. The SEM
Committee has proposed concentrating
trading in the day-ahead and intra-day
markets so that the all-island market
would be tightly integrated with the wider
European market. However, it has
dropped a previous proposal that
participation in these markets would be
mandatory.

To allow energy market participants to
hedge the risks of cross-border trading,
the SEM Committee proposes the use of
Financial Transmission Rights (FTRs) as
opposed to Physical Transmission Rights
(PTRs). FTRs are financial contracts
entitling the holder to a stream of
revenue based on the day-ahead hourly
energy price difference across an energy
path but they do not provide the right to
physically dispatch generation. The SEM
Committee said the use of this
mechanism would allow “efficient trading
across the interconnector without
‘locking out’ 20 per cent of the market
from the DAM that might arise from the
use of PTRs”.

In its decision paper, the SEM
Committee also recognised the need for
an “explicit” CRM on the island of
Ireland, to take account of the “potential
shortcomings” of a European Internal
Energy Market for “a small island system
with high penetration of variable
renewable generation”. It has proposed
the adoption of a quantity-based
capacity market, under which market
participants would compete to offer an
administratively-set level of energy
capacity at the lowest price.

The SEM Committee has proposed that
the CRM would be implemented through
centralised reliability options (CROs)
issued by a central party. According to
the paper, a reliability option is
essentially a financial one-way contract
for difference (CfD) issued to all
successful bidders for capacity in a
competitive auction. The CRO holder

would receive a set option fee even if the
market reference price drops below a
pre-set strike price. If the reference price
goes above the strike price, the holder of
the CRO would pay the difference back
to the centralised counterparty.

The SEM Committee approach appears
to be taking sensible steps to create a
sustainable and compliant market. The
electricity market in Ireland has grown
steadily with additional investment in
power generation and increased
interconnection with Great Britain since
the introduction of the SEM in 2007, and
it is important that the market design of
I-SEM allows that investment climate to
continue.

While much of the detail of the proposals
is yet to be released, the draft proposals
have put the more efficient use of
interconnectors and security of supply at
the heart of the design agenda to ensure
robust compliance with the target model.
The draft proposals around the need for
and the type of capacity mechanism will
also be of particular interest to
stakeholders. 

The proposals will be judged on whether
they increase investment and retail
competition, and ultimately on the
consumer price for electricity after their
2016 implementation. Ireland’s 
2.5 million consumers pay relatively high
energy prices and are likely to be
disappointed if they expect these
proposals to lead to a decrease in their
bills. However, the success of the
changes may lie in the more unseen
areas of mitigating future price rises and
navigating the island’s electricity market
through stormy global waters while
keeping the lights on.

For more information, contact Richard
Murphy as follows.
Tel: +44 (0)28 9089 4844
Email:
richard.murphy@pinsentmasons.com

Richard Murphy heads the Pinsent Masons Irish Energy Finance Team. He has a

track record in the renewable energy sector, securing a range of high profile

mandates across the UK and Ireland, as well as providing expertise on all-island

energy issues. Richard is recognised as an energy policy expert, ranked as a

leading lawyer in both Chambers UK and the Legal 500.
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