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The decarbonisation of the energy 

system offers the prospect of a 

better future with cleaner air, well-

insulated homes, sustainable and 

affordable mobility solutions, and 

reduced energy bills. The challenge 

facing all market players is to 

manage the transition in a way that 

is accessible to all. In this piece 

Patrick Erwin, Policy and Markets 

Director, and Anne-Claire Leydier, 

DSO Transition Manager at Northern 

Powergrid, share a seven point plan 

to underpin a socially inclusive 

transition to DSO. 

1. Realising the opportunities of 

decarbonisation in the North of 

England  

Industrial change can create short-

term havoc in employment. As with 

any technological advancement, jobs 

are affected by changes in production 

and consumption, and if left 

unmanaged can exacerbate 

disparities across society. The closure 

of the mines across the North of  

England and Wales in the 1980s for 

example, show that we must learn 

from the past.  

By properly managing the transition to 

a clean energy network with training 

programmes, apprenticeships and 

upskilling the workforce in renewable 

technologies, the energy and utility 

sectors can build on the economic 

strengths in the North of England to 

deliver a high-skilled, low-carbon 

powerhouse. Working with central 

government and local decision makers 

in partnership will be critical. 

2. Improving the reliability of the 

network and adapting customer 

service 

Decarbonising means electrifying 

everything from heat to transport. This 

in turn creates a situation where 

reliance on the grid isn’t just about 

keeping the lights on. It’s about 

keeping cars running, food cooking and 

water heated. Network reliability 

therefore is vital. It’s been proven that 

a reliable network can make even 

more of a significant difference in 

vulnerable homes through a warm 

dinner, a stairlift to the front door or a 

charged car for a carer.  

Unavoidable climate change will 

increase the frequency and severity of 

extreme weather events that can 

cause energy network disruption. By 

adding flexibility to the grid in the form 

of renewables, energy storage and 

demand side response, we are creating 

a network of low-carbon assets which 

provide the grid with resilience and 

keep it running seamlessly in the case 

of such situations. For example, in a 

distributed energy scenario, when 

there is a disruption on the regional 

system, there could be a network of 

local energy assets that pick up the grid 

demand – this would ensure that the 

network maintains reliability.  

 

Furthermore, a distributed energy 

network with embedded supply and 

storage, as well as being inherently 

resilient, is also able to effectively 

facilitate decarbonisation though local 

balancing and minimising unnecessary 

power flow. 

3. Supporting a local, greener, 

cheaper electricity supply 

In the UK, it is reported that we could 

need an extra 100GW of renewable 

generation to cater for an electricity 

peak demand 20% higher than today, 
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and to supply a total demand that will 

increase by almost 50%. A greener 

supply of electricity benefits everyone 

by addressing air pollution and carbon 

emissions. Research from Northern 

Powergrid has shown that local self-

supply is a very effective way to 

balance supply and demand locally, 

and to reduce the price of energy.  

Local authorities and communities are 

adopting their own decarbonisation 

targets and strategies.  With the right 

funding and training, local energy 

initiatives can support engaged 

community groups to become more 

involved in energy generation, storage 

and management, which we know can 

help alleviate fuel poverty, as well as 

delivering environmental and financial 

benefits. Our responsibility is to foster 

an environment that is favourable to 

the trends of decarbonisation and 

decentralisation, and provide the 

infrastructure that enables them while 

also being fair to all customers.  

 

4. Increasing the cost-efficiency 

of investment 

The energy transition introduces a risk 

of cost increases, at least temporarily: 

a surge of investment will have to be 

paid for, some green technology has 

not yet reached maturity, markets are 

not perfectly competitive and 

government interventions currently 

lack the structure to ensure 

decarbonisation is affordable. While 

the cost of renewable generation is 

falling dramatically, rooftop solar 

panels are still not an affordable option 

for most households, neither is an 

electric car.   

 

Shielding vulnerable consumers from 

the costs of an expensive transition, 

puts cost-efficiency at the heart of 

every decision. Investment and 

infrastructure must be carefully 

considered to maximise the benefit 

and we must ensure that units of 

energy are not wasted across the 

network. We can also work with 

central government and regulators to 

promote initiatives that alleviate fuel 

poverty and improve access to clean 

technologies for everyone. Costs must 

also be shared fairly and appropriately 

between bill payers and taxpayers.  

5. Understanding long-term 

distributional impact and advocating 

fairness 

There is a rising division between 

generations, geographies, urban versus 

rural, social categories and behavioural 

types. One of the challenges of the low 

carbon transition is around ‘who pays?’ 

and ‘who benefits?’. Uptake of low 

carbon technology by the wealthiest 

first will, without other interventions, 

have a negative distributional impact 

and could further exacerbate 

inequalities and divisions. 

Distribution network operators (DNOs) 

acting as DSOs are the cornerstone of 

the social side of government energy 

policy. We believe that part of our role 

should be acting as guardians of 

equality, equity and service and we 

should act to champions clean energy 

for all. Over the course of this 

transition, transparency over how new 

decisions affect the current social 

contract is vital. Government should 

aim to guarantee regulatory standards 

across services are met and that 

charging principles remain equal across 

the network. By engaging extensively 

with stakeholders and ensuring 

customer concerns are heard, DSOs 

can ensure that high social 

responsibilities in the energy supply 

chain are upheld. 

 

 

6. Deploying a socially aware 

customer flexibility offer 

The domestic flexibility market 

introduces new risks as, naturally, 

some customers cannot offer the same 

flexibility as others, whether by choice 

or necessity. In many cases, domestic 

demand side response (shifting 

consumption when asked, often for a 

financial incentive) may not be an 

option, may require additional 

facilitation, and may even be 

detrimental to customers if not 

harnessed in a way that keeps all end 

users in mind.  

Issues such as overpayment due to 

specific tariffs, self-disconnection, self-
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rationing, or limited access to 

technology are all factors that could 

result in penalising fuel poor or 

vulnerable customers for not being 

flexible.  

It is important that DSOs are aware of 

the social make-up of areas where 

domestic flexibility procurement will 

be undertaken and that the resulting 

flexibility tariffs are transparent and 

fair. 

  

By championing clarity and simplicity 

across flexibility procurement, DSOs 

can ensure there is a fair marketplace 

that informs wider government policy 

and helps prevent customers paying 

unfairly disparate prices for energy. 

 

7. Targeting our efforts through 

a responsible and secure use of data 

A smarter world brings the potential to 

deliver a safer energy network to 

consumers in vulnerable situations. 

The digitalisation of operations means 

that it will be possible to compile 

customer and network data in one 

place and generate value out of it, 

while addressing concerns around 

safety and privacy. 

Smart devices, meters and the rise of 

in-home technology mean that we can 

offer more targeted and accurate 

support to vulnerable households (for 

example alerting nominated persons if 

an elderly relative’s pattern of demand 

changes). Digitalisation and data driven 

solutions will ensure that we are 

meeting customer needs with reliable 

and measured information, and that 

customers are empowered to 

understand energy bills and budgets, 

improving confidence in decision 

making abilities. 

  

Maximising the value for our 

investment can be achieved with a 

reliable way of measuring benefits. 

Extensive stakeholder input has 

informed us that positive societal 

outcomes linked to decarbonisation, 

affordability and health are all 

priorities and are all of equal 

importance. Northern Powergrid’s 

ambition is to maximise the 

opportunities offered by digitalisation, 

whilst protecting our customers’ 

privacy and safety. 

 

 

Conclusions  

A low carbon future has the potential 

to benefit all of society, not just 

those who can afford upfront capital 

costs or have the ability to take an 

active interest. But realising this 

potential will require commitment at 

every level of the energy supply 

chain, Ofgem and central 

government. As a DSO, we are 

responsible for the social 

responsibilities that come with 

running a public power network, 

which we have explored in this 

seven-point plan.  

By working with stakeholders, 

customers, vulnerable groups and 

communities, we can ensure that 

we reach net-zero carbon emissions 

together in a way that is fair and 

equitable. 

 

 

 

 

For further information on 

Northern Powergrid’s DSO 

transition, go to:  

www.northernpowergrid.com/DSO  
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