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Informing 
Northern Ireland’s 
decision-makers 

agendaNi is Northern Ireland’s leading 

multiplatform public policy and business magazine, 

informing over 10,000 key decision makers and 

influencers within government and across the 

public, private and voluntary sectors.  With analysis 

and in-depth coverage of key policy developments 

and public affairs covering all aspects of business, 

economic, social and public sector developments. 

agendaNi features comprehensive sector specific 

reports on energy, renewables,  health, education, 

infrastructure, digital government, environment 

and sustainability, housing, business, the economy, 

construction, public affairs, local government, 

transport, criminal justice, learning and skills, 

governance, and regional focus reporting. 

The magazine serves as a platform for thought 

leadership, discussions, and debates, making it a 

highly valuable resource for anyone seeking a deeper 

understanding of the issues impacting Northern 

Ireland.  

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;  

• weekly targeted email campaigns for each sector 

specific report; and 

• with Linkedin and Twitter providing further 

enhancement.

Front cover profile interview

Report sponsorship
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With a planned investment in the UK 
and Ireland of £18 billion by 2027, 
representing spend of almost £10 million 
a day on average in clean energy, to 
deliver its Net Zero Acceleration 
Programme to address climate change 

head on, UK-listed energy infrastructure 
company SSE is behind some of the 
most innovative decentralised energy 
projects across the UK and Ireland.  

Sanders believes that Northern Ireland 
represents a prime location for SSE’s 
whole systems thinking to help rapidly 
accelerate the ambition of a 
decarbonised region.  

Positioning SSE Energy Solutions as one 
of the only providers that take a whole-
system thinking approach to 
decarbonising energy, heat, and 
transport, delivering solutions for cities 
and regions, the Managing Director 
emphasises the organisation’s reach into 
all aspects of renewable energy ranging 
from generation to transmission, through 
to distribution, heat, and transport. 

Whole-system thinking 
key to decarbonisation

This knowledge has inspired the 
development of decentralised energy 
solutions including the likes of EV 
infrastructure, flexible generation, 
storage, heat, and electrical networks, 
which Sanders explains are “integral to 
the development of local energy 
systems which harness innovative 
renewable energy solutions including 
onsite behind the meter solar and 
battery, waste to energy technology, as 
well as clean traceable power from our 
large onshore and offshore projects”.  

Explaining the concept further, he says: 
“If you try to decarbonise one element of 
your business, you will not effectively 
meet your needs to fully decarbonise. 
Whole-system thinking is the sum of all 
the individual parts of a journey to net 
zero for organisations and our clients. 
Our whole-system approach means we 
support in investment, build, and control 
of localised flexible energy assets, 
looking across energy, heat, and 
transport use.” 

Two major elements of SSE’s 
decarbonisation approach are a 
decentralised energy landscape and 
greater levels of public-private 
collaboration.  

On a future energy system that is 
transitioning away from a centralised 
top-down approach to a more local, 
distributed system, Sanders says: “Our 
whole-system approach helps 
communities accelerate their transition 
to net zero by creating a more resilient 
and sustainable energy system by 
investing in, building and connecting 
localised flexible infrastructure, using 
technology and data analytics to drive 
the long-term performance of energy 
assets.”  

On collaboration, the Managing Director 
envisages a transition in the way public 
and private sector organisations are 
working together to tackle the big-ticket 
climate issues. “Collaboration is key to 
delivering decarbonisation, ensuring that 
we are working with large energy users, 
with end users in the supply chain, and 

Nathan Sanders, Managing Director of 

Distributed Energy at SSE Energy 

Solutions, discusses how the organisation’s 

whole system approach can aid Northern 

Ireland’s decarbonisation journey. 
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with competitors. We recognise that a 
siloed mentality will only help deliver 
one solution. So, for example, delivery 
of a heat network, without a suitable 
source of heat take-off, is not joining the 
system together. Instead, what we need 
is all partners working collaboratively 
with the interest of the wider region to 
explore where decarbonisation can 
provide a more effective solution.”  

The SSE group already has a strong 
presence in Northern Ireland where its 
renewables business SSE Renewables 
owns and operates 117MW of onshore 
wind capacity across four generation 
sites. In Ireland, SSE Renewables owns 
and operates 692MW across 26 
operational onshore wind farms 
including the country’s largest wind 
farm, the 174MW Galway Wind Park in 
Conamara, County Galway.  

As one of the largest providers of 
renewable energy in the all-island Single 
Electricity Market, retail energy supplier 
SSE Airtricity provides greener 
electricity, natural gas, and essential 
services to over 300,000 homes and 
businesses across Northern Ireland. 

Alongside the development of onshore 
(including wind, solar and battery) and 
offshore projects by SSE Renewables, a 
myriad of other solutions are also being 
delivered by SSE businesses including 
decarbonised solutions to domestic 
premises and SMEs, including solar.  

Sanders explains that his division of 
SSE, SSE Energy Solutions, is aiming 
to bring decentralised energy projects, 
similar to those already being delivered 
in Great Britain, to Ireland. 

Examples provided by the Managing 
Director include Royal Woolwich Arsenal 
in London where “we are retrofitting low 
carbon heating to our existing heat 
network, enabling the site’s expansion 
and helping to save 2,000 tonnes of 
carbon each year”.  

Similarly, for Medway Council, Kent, 
SSE is partnering to deliver solutions 
that will see a 20 per cent reduction in 
carbon emissions and a 35 per cent cost 
saving across 11 major public buildings.  

SSE has also completed the installation 
of a 3MW solar panel system on the 
rooftops of Sky Studios Elstree which 
will supply at least 40 per cent of the 
site’s annual energy consumption over 

the year, with early data suggesting it is 
likely to be even more.  

Following the launch of a 10-bay rapid 
EV charging hub at Gapton Hall Retail 
Park in Great Yarmouth, SSE is working 
with M7 Real Estate (M7) to deliver a 
further 50 charging stations.  

Underpinning Sanders’ belief that those 
decarbonised solutions being deployed 
in Great Britain can be delivered in 
Northern Ireland is a plan by SSE 
Energy Solutions to build at least 30 
ultra-rapid charging hubs on the island 
of Ireland over the next four years, the 
first of which will be a 10-bay ultra-rapid 
charging facility at Lough Sheever 
Corporate Park in Mullingar, Westmeath.  

Northern Ireland  

Quizzed on the opportunities that exist 
for Northern Ireland, Sanders says: 
“When it comes to distributed energy, 

the opportunity I see for someone like 
SSE in Northern Ireland is to ‘market 
make’. In building a backbone of heat, 
transport, and energy decarbonisation, 
SSE is willing to do the hard yards and 
put risk capital at work, where we can 
identify solutions that will take people on 
a journey of decarbonisation. 

“However, to do so, we have to partner 
with those key energy stakeholders, to 
ensure we incorporate that whole-
system thinking. We want to showcase 
our experience and become that trusted 
partner, working with the commerical, 
industrial and public sectors to deliver 
collective solutions together.”  

“Whole-system thinking is the 

sum of all the individual parts of 

a journey to net zero for 

organisations and our clients.”

51

e
c

o
n

o
m

y
 re

p
o

rt

4

Paul Murnaghan, Regional Director for BT in Northern 
Ireland, talks to David Whelan about the organisation’s 
transition from telco to techco, and its ambition to help 
transform the local economy. 

Connecting for the future 
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Murnaghan is steadfast in his opinion 

that not only is BT good for Northern 

Ireland’s economy, but Northern Ireland’s 

economy is good for BT.  

A global company with a local focus, 

Murnaghan explains that BT puts the 

needs of the public and private sector in 

Northern Ireland at the heart of its work, 

while offering the fastest and most 

reliable connectivity.  

Speaking from the newly refurbished 

Riverside Tower in Belfast, one of the 

strategic locations across the UK chosen 

by BT Group as part of its large 

workplace and consolidation scheme, 

the Regional Director explains that the 

multi-million pound investment is a 

reaffirmation of the company’s 

commitment to Northern Ireland.  

Home to around 2,000 staff from BT 

Group – which includes EE, BT Business, 

and Openreach – the building has been 

radically modernised while retaining its 

legacy as a dominant feature in the 

Belfast skyline over the past two and a 

half decades.  

“We are very proud of our legacy as a 

long-term private sector investor in 

Northern Ireland, even in times when 

there were very few. I think that legacy is 

recognised and continues to serve us 

well today,” explains Murnaghan.  

“Whether it is helping to transform 

communities through our public sector 

contracts, connecting businesses of all 

shapes and sizes, or installing the latest 

mobile technology for the future, we are 

at the core of Northern Ireland’s digital 

future and infrastructure.  

“BT has been good for Northern Ireland, 

but Northern Ireland has also been good 

for BT. Everyone who lives and works 

here reaps the social and economic 

benefits of being at the forefront of the 

digital revolution.” 

The impact of the UK’s largest 

telecommunications company on 

Northern Ireland’s economy is evident.  

A recent report by the consultancy firm 

Hatch estimated that BT contributed an 

estimated £420 million to Northern 

Ireland’s economy during the 2021/22 

financial year, rising to £690 million when 

employee and supply chain spending 

was factored in.  

Highlighting the company’s broad range 

of activities across the UK, supported by 

7,340 jobs in Northern Ireland, 

Murnaghan explains that over half of BT 

Group employees here are sustained by 

work outside of Northern Ireland. This 

reinforces BT’s commitment to the 

region as a good place to do business in, 

but also to do business from.  

Solutions  
Commenting on how BT has been able 

to retain such a large market share of 

private and public sector clients in 

Northern Ireland, Murnaghan points to 

the organisation’s ambitions to 

constantly evolve to ensure it is meeting 

not only the needs of its customers, but 

also those of its customers’ customers.  

Underpinning the organisation’s 

solutions-led transition from a telco to a 

techco, he states, is record investment in 

next generation networks, such as full 

fibre broadband via Openreach and 5G 

via its mobile network EE.  

Openreach’s investment in full fibre 

rollout in Northern Ireland means that 

over 85 per cent of premises in the 

region have now been passed, and 

Murnaghan says that upgrades to 

Northern Ireland’s digital infrastructure 

“will support the region's economic 

growth ambitions and ensure Northern 

Ireland's businesses and public sector 

organisations are able to take full 

advantage of the latest technologies and 

digital possibilities”. 

Connectivity  

That Northern Ireland “punches well 

above its weight” in relation to 

underpinning connectivity is the basis for 

the Regional Director’s outlook that the 

Northern Ireland has been, and can 

continue to be, the ‘Goldilocks’ region 

for BT’s ambitions.  

Explaining the turn of phrase, he says: 

“As a region of just under two million 

people, Northern Ireland is small enough 4

“As a region of just under two million people, Northern 

Ireland is small enough to ensure speed and agility, whilst 

also large enough to scale, and with a trusted maturity of 

engagement with our customers, it gives us the flexibility 

to test new solutions in a safe and accelerated way.”

11agenda issues 11cover story
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Paul Murnaghan, Regional Director for BT in Northern Ireland.



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

the sector more attractive to younger 

members of society. A lot of government 

departments feed into the industry, but 

much of the work is siloed. If we are to 

meet future demands then it requires a 

joined-up approach with an overarching 

commitment to create an industry that is 

attractive for younger people.  

Don Burns 

In my experience, the challenge is more 

nuanced and centres more on retaining 

young people in the industry rather than 

that initial attraction. The attraction 

exists. A major government arm’s length 

body recently had over 480 applications 

to a call for six electrician 

apprenticeships. However, when we get 

young people into the industry, it can take 

between three to five years for them to 

qualify and earn an attractive wage. The 

reality is that in that timeframe, other 

industries and sectors can appear more 

appealing. If we want to have an industry 

that can deliver on future challenges, we 

need to improve the attractiveness of not 

only entering the industry, but the long-

term benefits of staying there.  

What transformative tools will 
best ensure the construction 
industry workforce is 
adequately skilled to deliver on 
future demands? 

Barry Neilson 

We have to change how we educate and 

recruit the construction workforce. 

Construction is one of the very few 

industries which can bring people in with 

low or no qualifications and develop them 

to build a career, yet we consistently put 

up barriers for entry to the sector. We 

need to move away from a focus on just 

qualifying for the core skills and look at 

how we upskill and reskill people for the 

multitude of different jobs that are 

available within the industry. Take digital 

for example, if we can integrate digital 

into our teaching methods, we will make 

huge strides in ensuring that new 

entrants are digital ready for a future 

workplace.  

Padraig Venney 

There is a need to transform how we 

manage and utilise apprenticeships. 

Currently, apprentices are expected to go 

far too long before realising a proper pay 

packet and that needs to change if we 

are going to attract the right people. 

Additionally, in Northern Ireland, we have 

an age barrier of 24, which does not exist 

in England. A young person at the age of 

22 or 23 may decide that they want to go 

21
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Round table participants

Don Burns has been the construction centre 

manager for People 1st since 2020, having 

previously served as its employment 

coordinator since joining the organisation in 

2014. People 1st is an employment and 

learning organisation, offering a range of 

government funded training programmes, 

employment support initiatives, and corporate 

training solutions.

Gavin McGuire is the Director of the 

Federation of Master Builders NI, 

working with over 300 construction 

companies to champion, skills, 

quality of service, and projects.

Lynn Carvill is the CEO of 

WOMEN’STEC, a social enterprise 

headquartered in Belfast which 

specialises in trades skills training and 

the promotion of careers for women 

and girls in male-dominated sectors. 

She is also a founding member and 

Chairperson of the Northern Ireland 

Women’s Budget Group. 

Barry Neilson joined CITB Northern Ireland as 

Chief Executive in 2010, having previously 

worked as Cognent’s Skills Director for 

Scotland and Northern Ireland. He began his 

career as an apprentice draughtsman and 

developed his career to become a Chartered 

Civil Engineer. He has held positions as deputy 

Director for NHBC in Scotland and Director for 

the Chartered Institute of Building.

Mark Spence is the Chief Executive of the 

Construction Employers Federation, the 

certified representative body for Northern 

Ireland’s construction businesses. He is 

the Northern Ireland appointee to the UK 

Construction Leadership Council and is 

industry representative on the Northern 

Ireland Procurement Board. 

Don Burns

Lynn Carvill

Gavin McGuire 

Barry Neilson

Mark Spence 

Padraig Venney joined the National House Building 

Council in 2004, working in London from 2010 to 

2017, then relocating back home to Northern Ireland 

to take up the Regional Director role. Padraig is 

responsible for the customer relationship 

management activity with NHBC’s new and existing 

builder customers and stakeholders in Northern 

Ireland. Padraig is passionate about improving 

housebuilding quality throughout Northern Ireland for 

the benefit of developers and homeowners. 
Padraig Venney

• Health   
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• Energy 

• Technology & innovation 
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• Climate & sustainability 
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• Digital government 
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• Data protection 
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• Waste 

• Economy 

• Learning & skills 

• Cyber security 

• Local government

• Connectivity 

• Food & agriculture 

• Tourism 

• Diversity & inclusion 

• FinTech 

• Procurement 

• Planning 

• Public affairs 
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The Construction Industry Training Board (CITB) Northern Ireland hosted a 

round table discussion with key stakeholders in the construction sector to 

discuss the opportunities and challenges of skills development. 

How prepared is Northern 

Ireland’s construction industry 

to meet the ambitions of 2050 

and beyond? 

Mark Spence  

Undoubtedly, 2050 is a weighty date in 

all of our minds when considering 

ambitions for carbon neutrality. Progress 

towards net zero is still in the early 

stages and being planned in the 

challenging context of a lack of political 

direction and the lack of an investment 

strategy. For the construction industry to 

be prepared to meet future challenges, 

we need a project pipeline that will bring 

confidence to the market. Without that, 

we will not address the challenges of a 

skills shortage, an ageing workforce, and 

difficulties attracting young people. 

Government investment and support for 

the construction industry must underpin 

efforts to demonstrate that construction 

is a viable career.  

Lynn Carvill 

People are the most important asset of 

any industry and that is where focus is 

required. We need to make the industry 

attractive to younger people, but we also 

need a recognition that we are in 

competition for skills with a range of 

other industries. I think there is a greater 

need for strategic oversight to ensure the 

construction industry is an attractive and 

viable career option, if we are going to 

meet the demands of the future.  

Barry Neilson 

The past 20 years are evidence that the 

shape of the industry 20 years from now 

is unpredictable. However, through much 

change and flux, what is evident is that 

the construction industry has always 

risen to the challenges, whether that is 

around skills, new construction methods, 

or project management changes. Is the 

industry prepared for what we will meet in 

2050? No, but can it be prepared to 

deliver on the demands? Absolutely. 

However, to do so there is a need for 

structural changes around how we bring 

people into the industry and how we train 

people to improve it.  

Gavin McGuire  

One of the biggest challenges is getting 

the balance between short-term delivery 

and that strategic outlook of what the 

future holds. While the construction 

industry in Northern Ireland has 

demonstrated its resilience, it has done 

so through firefighting on a regular basis 

and operating with very short project 

pipelines of between three to six months. 

When you consider challenges like rising 

costs, staff shortages, and regulation 

changes, there is little room for long-term 

considerations. A clear long-term vision 

for the industry would be very welcome.   

Padraig Venney  

Skills shortages in the construction 

industry have been longstanding and it is 

evident that part of the solution is making 

Round table discussion hosted by
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Building a skilled and competent construction industry 

Readership 
In addition to the digital platforms, agendaNi 

is directly mailed to over 10,000 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, 

education, environment, justice, housing, 

health, and transport sectors; and 

• voluntary and community sector 

management.

Roundtable discussion

Advertorial 

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

View over Belfast Harbour and Innovation District.

Debbie Caldwell (Climate Commissioner, Belfast City Council) and Clare Guinness (Chief Executive, Belfast Chamber of 
Trade and Commerce).

1.5 million? The number of tonnes of carbon that Belfast 
emits annually. And zero? That is where we need to get 
to. DAERA is currently developing a carbon budget for 
Northern Ireland through to 2027. Exceeding this budget 
would not only leave us exposed to legal challenge but 
destroy our global reputation – along with our 
international ambitions. 

Belfast has a massive opportunity here – we have the 
natural resources, the technology, and the talent to make 
this a truly pioneering place; an exemplar to lead the race 
to net zero. Our modest scale is an advantage – enabling 
us to move fast and show how this small place can 
achieve big ambitions. 

We are unique, and we have market access like no other 
place in Europe. Our abundance of wind and geothermal 
energy, combined with ground-breaking local technology, 

can provide sustainable, reliable, and affordable green 
energy, and remove our reliance on imported fossil fuels. 

In Northern Ireland, single institutions hold majority 
control across electricity, gas, water, and public transport. 
This means that, in theory at least, we can be swift and 
efficient making sweeping changes at scale.  

That theory is already becoming a reality, with Translink 
on schedule to decarbonise its bus fleet. By 2025, half of 
all Belfast Metro services will be zero emission, with all 
Metro services planned to be net zero by 2030. This, 
coupled with attracting more people on to public 
transport, will help decarbonise the city’s transport. NI 
Water is also levering its assets to deliver green energy 
solutions, and the Housing Executive is retrofitting 300 of 
its houses with energy efficiency measures, low carbon 
heating, renewable power generation, and storage with 

Net Zero Belfast
improved householder awareness. It also 
plans to deliver a wider programme at 
scale from 2026/27 to address the 
climate crisis and reduce fuel poverty. 

The rest of the public sector will surely 
follow suit, and ideally at pace. By 
harnessing public assets, and public 
procurement, it can drive green growth 
across the region. The private sector will 
respond rapidly – we have a swathe of 
agile and talented SMEs that will quickly 
develop green supply chains. 

Belfast’s tertiary education sector is 
second to none. Our world class 
universities and colleges are delivering 
world class talent pipelines. Further 
investment in apprenticeships and skills 
programmes, funded by a Northern 
Ireland investment zone for example, 
would ensure that we have the capacity 
to reach net zero, whilst also creating 
jobs and building prosperity in an 
inclusive way. 

There are some stunning examples of 
how NI companies are leading the way in 
green technology. Just look at recent 
developments in new hydrogen 
technologies (Catagen), net zero marine 
transport (Artemis Technologies), and 
permanent magnet recycling (Ionic 
Technologies). In addition to that 
capability, note also the capacity in 
Belfast Harbour, where single control 
over a huge landbank with multiple uses 
(residential, tourism, education, industry, 
port, and airport) provides an unrivalled 
ability to test, demonstrate, and 
commercialise green technologies across 
two regulatory markets.  

Given that cities account for 70 per cent 
of global emissions, they must play a 
pivotal role. The Belfast Agenda 
(currently out for consultation) sets out a 
bold plan to tackle climate change. This 
includes bringing nature back into the 
city, making the food system more 
sustainable, creating a more circular and 
sustainable economy, and supporting 
innovation. This will require the 
expansion of our natural systems in 
areas where they are most needed – 
such as our inner city. It means 
transforming our throwaway economy 
into one where waste is eliminated, 
resources are circulated, and nature is 
regenerated and nurtured, and it means 
ramping up investment in advanced 
green solutions for energy, transport, and 
manufacturing. 

Belfast’s Local Area Energy Plan 
(currently in development) applies a 
whole systems approach to net zero. This 
data-rich, spatial roadmap will unlock 
investment into the delivery of smart local 
energy systems across the city, 
decarbonising our buildings and transport 
systems in the most cost-effective way, 
whilst also looking for opportunities to 
develop skills. Leaving no one behind, we 
will maximise the social opportunities that 
the transition presents and reduce the 
risks, so that everyone benefits. 

Innovation is key. Northern Ireland has a 
growing GreenTech sector which cuts 
across all elements of low carbon and 
green economy, with significant 
technology development and proven use. 
A Net Zero Tech Park in Belfast’s 
Innovation District dedicated to the 
development and deployment of green 
technologies would support the growth of 
the green economy and achieve our net 
zero goals.  

The aim is to expand an existing cluster 
of net zero technology companies to 
grow Northern Ireland’s GreenTech 
sector and help realise the objectives of 
the Green Growth Strategy. Situated 
within the Harbour Estate, with access to 
Queen’s University, Ulster University, and 
Belfast Metropolitan College, the Park will 
provide the facilities to trial and unlock 
new high-growth technology for domestic 
use and export. Investment in the 
physical and digital infrastructure to 

develop a GreenTech ecosystem will 
encourage innovation and collaboration 
amongst existing companies and start-
ups to draw in further capital. By 
leveraging existing and planned assets 
and investment, the Park could become 
an exemplar of a low carbon economy, 
creating opportunities for employment 
and green shoring. 

Let’s change before we are forced to, 
through collective design and delivery, 
not disparate initiatives with bit part 
solutions.  

Let’s build a portfolio of projects to attract 
private patient capital, gaining 
competitive advantage for our place and 
our people, putting Belfast and Northern 
Ireland top of the list for international 
investors.  

Let’s turn future adversity into current 
opportunity.  

And together, let’s make our green region 
the envy of all, paving the way to a 
brighter, cleaner, more prosperous future.  

 

Have your say on The Belfast Agenda: 
Draft Strategic Plan 2023 – 2027 | Your 
say Belfast (belfastcity.gov.uk) before 2 
October 2023 
 
E: caldwelld@belfastcity.gov.uk  
W: www.belfastcity.gov.uk 

When it comes to carbon, there are only two numbers that really 
matter – 1.5 million and zero, write Clare Guinness, Chief 
Executive, Belfast Chamber of Trade and Commerce and 
Debbie Caldwell, Climate Commissioner, Belfast City Council. 
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NIE Networks hosted a round table discussion with key stakeholders 

across various sectors to discuss the role of environmental, social, and 

governance (ESG) in reaching net zero. 

What are the benefits and 
opportunities of an 
organisation-wide focus on 
environmental, social and 
governance outcomes? 

Gillian McKee 

A major benefit is employee attraction 

and retention. Surveys show that around 

two-thirds of Gen Z employees consider 

company sustainability when choosing 

an employer. When building a workforce 

for the future, it is an important 

consideration. Companies that move 

quickly will have a competitive edge in 

the recruitment market. In the longer 

term, there are cost efficiencies for 

organisations that reduce their 

dependency on fossil fuels, particularly if 

emission reductions are passed along 

the supply chain. And a key benefit has 

to be building stakeholder trust by being 

transparent about your impacts on 

people and planet. 

Gareth Walls 

The attraction and retention of the best 

talent are exceptionally important drivers 

because all of our industries and 

businesses are founded upon our 

people. If you can get the cultural 

understanding correct through 

recruitment and retention, then you can 

make 'good ESG' not just a cultural 

norm for the business, but a cultural 

necessity. However, there is also a more 

defensive aspect, which manifests as 

legal compliance. This is not just an 

esoteric concern; compliance with 

legislation and regulations requires a 

comprehensive approach to protect the 

corporation and the individual.  

Geoff Nuttall 

There are potentially great cost 

efficiencies complementing the 

environmental benefits of moving to net 

zero, however, limited resources mean 

that not every business or organisation is 

practically able to consider all the ESG 

ramifications of their business operations. 

A lack of cost-effective and free support 

for smaller and less-resourced 

organisations to make that journey is a 

barrier to achieving those benefits and 

opportunities.  

Mark Palmer 

One major benefit is the creation of 

shared values. An organisation-wide 

focus on ESG will require conversations 

around what an organisation’s values are, 

mandating engagement with a diverse 

range of stakeholders and voices. This is 

a boundary-spanning opportunity, and 

we know that greater diversity enhances 

performance for teams.   

Robert Clements 

The evidence shows there are long-term 

benefits to having a sustainable business 

model. Take decarbonised heat for 

example, there are clear economic 

benefits to investing in an indigenous, 

sustainable fuel source, but there are also 

wider benefits, including better health 

outcomes for householders. From a 

governance point of view, compliance is 

essential, but fundamentally, it is the right 

thing to do. There are clear benefits of an 

ESG focus in attracting investment, in 

recruiting talent, and in lowering 
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operating costs, but fundamentally, the major benefit is a plan of 

action for our people, the planet, and delivering prosperity.  

Derek Hynes 

ESG is a fundamental tool to understanding and promoting the 

purpose and mission of an organisation. The challenge for 

organisations, and NIE Networks is no different, is to truly 

embed those values in your operations. There are specific 

tangible benefits, for example, when we go to debt markets, 

unless your ESG reporting shows you are doing the right things 

as an organisation, you either do not get money, or you pay a lot 

more for it. There is also a compliance element, ultimately, you 

have to know that the fabric of an organisation will deliver on 

your ESG responsibilities, but it must come from the heart of an 

organisation in terms of its purpose. This cannot be just another 

tick box exercise.   

Can the creation of comprehensive and 
supportive governance, risk, and control (GRC) 
frameworks better prepare organisations for a 
net zero future? 

Robert Clements  

I believe they can, especially in relation to risk. A lot of 

discussions on net zero centres on climate mitigation but not 

enough on climate adaptation. Currently, there are 45,000 

houses in Northern Ireland deemed at risk of flooding, and the 

cost of adaptation will be in the tens of millions. The reality is 

that it is often the most socially vulnerable that live in these 

areas. If we are striving for a just transition, we need to think 

about adaptation and businesses need to understand their level 

of resilience to the future climate. Doing this properly can 

improve a business’s credibility with the public, and with 

potential investors.  

Gillian McKee  

Yes, to a degree. Frameworks are important to ensure that 

organisations are managing future risk and putting an 

environmental lens on their decision-making. However, I do not 

think public trust centres on frameworks, but on tangible action. 

ESG reporting is still largely being driven by investor 

requirements when it really needs to be focused on humanity’s 

requirements. To achieve that, organisations must be committed 

to sustainability and have that commitment built into their 

operations.  

Geoff Nuttall 

Good frameworks, rigour and credibility are very important, but 

it is worth highlighting that there are a lot of different frameworks 

and accreditation systems out there, some more credible than 

others. It can be very resource intensive to keep up with 

different systems and I think the challenge is how do we 

encourage organisations to take up GRC frameworks without 

making it overly burdensome? Taking the community and 

voluntary sector as an example, time and resources are scarce, 

and what they are doing might well be delivering on those 

decarbonisation themes, but how do they systemise that in a 

way that recognises their capacity?  
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The participants

Robert Clements 

Robert Clements is the interim Head of Sustainable 

Development for the Housing Executive and leads 

on the Sustainable Development Strategy. He also 

manages the Home Energy Conservation Authority 

statutory functions for Northern Ireland. Robert has 

worked in social housing for over 20 years and has 

extensive experience in residential refurbishment and development 

with his previous roles in the private and housing association sector. 

He is currently a board member for Sustainable NI.  

 

Derek Hynes  

Derek Hynes was appointed Managing Director of 

NIE Networks on 1 September 2022. He is a 

director of Energy Networks Association Ltd, 

Centre for Competitiveness, and Smart Grid 

Ireland. He joined ESB in 2000, where he held 

several senior management positions. He is a 

chartered engineer with post-graduate qualifications in operations 

management and corporate governance and he has completed the 

Advanced Management Programme at Harvard University. 

 

Gillian McKee 

Gillian McKee runs sustainability and ESG 

consultancy GIRAFFE Associates, working with 

companies across the manufacturing, 

construction, agri-food, and other sectors to 

develop ESG strategies and deliver training to staff. 

Having spent 22 years with Business in the 

Community, she is now an external assessor for the CORE Standard 

and the independent auditor for Diversity Mark’s Gold Standard. She 

is also trained to support companies who wish to become certified 

as B Corporations. 

 

Geoff Nuttall 
Geoff Nuttall is Head of Policy and Public Affairs for 

NICVA. He has over 20 years’ experience in the 

voluntary and community sector, including five 

years as Head of NICVA’s European Unit and over 

15 years in environmental policy advocacy and 

project development, as Head of WWF NI, Head of Policy and 

Campaigns for the National Trust, and Development Manager for the 

Woodland Trust.   

 

Mark Palmer 
Mark Palmer is Professor of Marketing and 

Strategy at Queen’s University Belfast. Previously 

he has held faculty appointments at the University 

of Birmingham and Aston University. His research 

approaches the grand challenge of net zero from 

a neo-institutional perspective. 

 

Gareth Walls 

Gareth Walls is partner and Head of the A&L 

Goodbody's Employment and Incentives group in 

Belfast. Gareth is an experienced commercial 

litigator with particular emphasis on injunctive 

relief in the employment context, modern slavery, 

as well as being a sought-after speaker on employment issues in 

Northern Ireland. 
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