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Communal Heating 

Supporting energy and carbon reduction as part of efforts to mitigate climate change, whilst 

simultaneously tackling fuel poverty, continue to be strong drivers for change in the social 

housing sector. As such, the UK and Scottish Governments are promoting District, 

Community and Communal Heating (DCCH) as an effective means of reducing carbon 

emissions and heating bills. This research examined how social housing providers (SHPs) 

develop, deliver and operate DCCH schemes and the extent to which these schemes are 

delivering different affordability and sustainability goals. Key points from the research are as 

follows: 

Landlord objectives for DCCH systems 

The most common aims of Social Housing Providers in delivering DCCH schemes are fuel 

bill savings and reducing CO2 emissions, but they also allow landlords to meet regulatory 

and policy objectives, as well as opening up the possibility of new business models. 

Designing and building DCCH 

The complexity of DCCH design and construction processes, often involving multiple 

organisations, coupled with a lack of in-house expertise to properly scrutinise project 

progress among SHPs, can mean that the delivered system does not match the design 

intent and that systems perform sub-optimally. A lack of relevant expertise and skills is 

particularly evident among smaller SHPs. 
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Learning new skills 

Although some SHPs, particularly in cities, have operated communal heating systems for 

many years, the more dynamic role of a low carbon heat and electricity supplier within a 

larger network is not a traditional one for landlords. It involves learning new skills or 

procuring the skills of others to manage heat (and electricity) generation, distribution, 

metering, billing and customer care. These are significant organisational challenges.  

Landlords delivering affordable warmth 

The cost of generating heat is driven by multiple factors which vary across schemes. These 

include: the cost of finance, availability of grant and subsidy, choice of technology and heat 

source, the quality of design, build, commissioning, maintenance and control systems 

provided to tenants. This complexity makes it very difficult to make definitive statements on 

the inherent capacity of DCCH to deliver low cost heat. 

Whether DCCH delivers low unit heat prices is also affected by charging policies, which may 

not relate directly to the costs of heat production, for example, prices may be deliberately 

capped to keep bills down or cross subsidised from sales of electricity. Some landlords 

surveyed in this study deliberately operated their DCCH schemes at a loss.    

Among our eight case studies, delivered heat was priced from 4.12 to 10 pence per unit, with 

standing charges varying from no charge to 84 pence per day. Thus some DCCH systems 

are able to offer unit heat prices at comparable rates to individual gas boilers and cheaper 

than Economy 7 electric storage heating. However, if standing charges are factored in, in 

some instances, the financial benefit of DCCH was reduced or lost completely, even when 

accounting for the costs of replacing individual heating systems over the longer lifespan of 

the DCCH system.  

While the circumstances affecting charging in schemes vary, when financial, technical and 

social aspects are successfully addressed, then a majority of landlords do report affordable 

warmth benefits from DCCH, particularly when replacing problematic heating systems, such 

as electric storage heating. 

Landlords delivering sustainable heating 

The modelled sustainability credentials of DCCH are easier to demonstrate over alternatives. 

These suggest large CO2 reductions are possible from shifting to heat networks served by 

low carbon heat sources. This is supported by the majority of landlords in our survey. 

Carbon dioxide reductions are reportedly experienced because the size of heat demand 

realisable via a heat network integrates well with larger scale technologies supplying low 

carbon heat such as Combined Heat and Power and biomass boilers. However, landlords 

reported that some of the sustainability benefit can be undone if residents don’t know how to 

control their systems well or feel compelled to use electrical cooling because of issues with 

overheating. Managing distribution losses also appears key to the sustainability of schemes.       
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The critical role of landlords and the need for regulation 

and further support 

Given the monopoly status of heat network operators and the disproportionately high 

numbers of low income and vulnerable householders living in social housing it is a matter of 

social justice that DCCH schemes are designed and operated to deliver fuel bills which are 

lower than, or, at the very least, equal to, the best that can be achieved using individual 

heating solutions. SHPs must continually explore technical, financial and operational routes 

to lowering heat costs, providing customer protections and safeguarding residents where 

appropriate. Regulation of heat supply should be introduced and will address these issues.  

Many of the issues identified in this study have already been recognised and processes are 

underway at national government level and throughout the heat network industry to address 

them. For example, the Scottish Government’s initial work to regulate heat supply will deliver 

standards and customer protections, the UK wide Heat Trust accreditation will provide some 

assurance about expected standards of service whilst their Heat Cost Calculator now allows 

householders to make fairer comparisons with alternative heating systems. The publication 

of CIBSE and ADE’s Heat Network Code of Practice (CP1) will also support better project 

development and management of systems.  

Barriers and success factors 

SHPs reported many barriers and success factors in developing and delivering successful 

DCCH schemes. Some of the primary barriers encountered include: 

 The relatively small DCCH market in the UK resulting in less sectoral experience and 

fewer consultants and contractors to choose from  

 High capital costs, lack of in-house skills or expertise, difficulty in engaging and 

convincing multiple stakeholders (such as residents, investors, board members) 

 Poorly designed schemes leading to problems of oversizing, delays in development and 

higher than anticipated capital costs  

 Lack of coordination between key contractors through design, install, operation and 

ongoing maintenance phases 

 Poor understanding of system efficiencies and data required to monitor and improve 

system performance and 

 Ineffective engagement with tenants including poor instruction on system controls and 

insufficient transparency regarding billing. 

Identifying factors that have led to successful schemes is difficult due to the number of 

factors that influence outcomes. For example, it is difficult to determine that one type of 

technology or billing approach is more successful than others, as its success depends on so 

many other factors. However successful delivery of DCCH is more easily achieved when its 

full complexity and potential impacts are realised. This of course includes considering techno 

economic aspects but also social dimensions too. Some key success factors include: 

 Recognising the need for effective stakeholder engagement and management across 

multiple groups, including heat users, to ensure engagement and support for the project  
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 Taking a whole life cost approach so that operation and maintenance requirements are 

integral to system design and financing arrangements 

 Procuring sufficient expertise to be able to scrutinise all aspects of the development 

process from feasibility work, design, construction and commissioning and  

 Ensuring that metering and monitoring systems are put in place right across the network 

and that information flows, both technical and financial, are transparent, accountable and 

presented in engaging and comprehensible form.   

Recommendations 

Selected key recommendations for social landlords, government and the DCCH industry are 

provided here. The full set is available in the final report. 

For landlords 

 Ensure that the full range of benefits of DCCH are considered in the options appraisal 

e.g. related to resident benefits, affordability, sustainability, local economic benefits, 

possibilities for new business models and regeneration. 

 Engage relevant stakeholders at the earliest stages, identify respective stakeholder 

agendas and continue to engage them throughout the project development and delivery.  

 Engage with local authority planning to integrate DCCH with wider strategic objectives 

for the area. Seek to develop DCCH systems which can be future proofed and readily 

connected into wider networks and low cost, low carbon heat sources as these become 

available. 

 Embed best practice in the design, delivery, construction and operational phases 

through, for example:  

  

o Ensuring design engineers have appropriate professional accreditations for work 

of this type  

o Ensuring existing best practice guidance and standards are used, such as the 

CIBSE/ADE Heat Networks Code of Practice 

o Employing a single main contractor for design and build 

o Ensuring the principal contractor has a technical lead on site and a Clerk of 

Works or Quantity Surveyor is employed to oversee the installation and put in 

place a quality management system 

o Identify realistic operational and maintenance costs and build these in at the 

feasibility stage (a whole life costing approach). 

 

 Seek maintenance contractors who have experience and knowledge of the systems and 

develop maintenance contracts that incentivise energy efficient maintenance. 

 Set up detailed system monitoring systems that include collecting heat metering data 

from the heat generator, building level meters and/or dwelling level meters to robustly 

assess system performance in real time.  

 Establish fair and transparent billing procedures based on dwelling level heat metering.  

Consider introduction of progressive (“social”) tariffs for the most vulnerable residents in 

line with practice in the mainstream energy supply sector. 
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 Consider the needs of the tenant before, during and after installation. This extends from 

early consultation to promote buy-in to the scheme, to providing easy-to-understand 

advice, information and support to residents covering effective use of system controls, 

transparent billing systems and fair charging. 

 Consider implementing thermal safeguarding processes. Monitor under-use of heat and 

overheating risks at the dwelling level and, with the necessary consents in place, support 

interventions if needed, e.g. with advice on keeping warm or avoiding waste. Smart 

metering of heat can facilitate analysis of data for safeguarding and support a near real 

time response if this is built in. 

 

For government and industry 

 Support SHPs, especially private HAs, to initiate DCCH projects and connect to wider 

networks. The work of the HNDU is much needed to provide the big strategic 

perspective needed by local authorities for heat network planning but this study finds 

that skills gaps amongst HAs are holding projects back.  

 This can be addressed by creating and refining tools, support, guidance and training, 

and ensuring that these are accessible to SHPs and other stakeholders that need them.  

 Improve the ability of the Standard Assessment Procedure (SAP) to model DCCH 

systems. Regional government retains SAP point targets for social housing. Fair 

comparison with alternative heating systems is therefore important for decision-making 

on asset management to promote energy efficiency. 

 Review planning policy nationally and locally to promote DCCH and encourage DCCHs 

to expand where it is best suited.  

 Generate and disseminate better evidence of the impacts of DCCH schemes to engage 

stakeholders and support project initiation and expansion where appropriate. 

 Begin planning for wider regulation of heat supply and in the meantime promote 

technical and customer service standards already worked up in the Heat Trust and 

industry-led guidance and documentation. 

 Develop standardised and robust methods of monitoring and reporting on heat 

production and consumption.  

About the project 

The research was carried out by research teams at Changeworks (Edinburgh) and the 

Centre for Sustainable Energy (Bristol). The research was carried out using the following 

methodology: 

• Background research comprising a literature review and interviews with thirteen 

stakeholders, including representatives from the district heating industry, social housing 

sector and Governmen; 

• SHP research (with housing associations and local authorities), comprising 24 

interviews and an online survey with 62 organisations responding 

• Eight case studies of DCCH schemes, involving staff interviews, resident focus groups 

with 6 of the 8 case studies, technical and financial analysis 

• A national stakeholder workshop to refine research findings and recommendations. 
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These summary findings are supplementary to a research report produced by Changeworks 

in partnership with the Centre for Sustainable Energy. Research funded by the Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation. 
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