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Description and overview

This quick guide aims to infroduce District Heat Networks (DHN) and address some
common misconceptions about their use in domestic retrofit. The document has
been designed to help Local Authority (LA) officers advise residents about low
carbon heating and best practices.

What are District heat network?

District heat networks are centralised heating
systems that distribute thermal energy from @
single source to multiple buildings through a
network of insulated pipes. These networks can
utilise various heat sources including combined
heat and power plants, waste heat recovery,
geothermal energy, and biomass boilers. By
" : leveraging economies of scale and more

= : efficient generation technologies, DHN's aim to

B provide more sustainable and cost-effective

heating solutions compared to individual
building system:s.

| District Heating System

A

Source: Milbec

DHN's typically consist of:

Central heat production facility (energy centre)
Distribution network of insulated pipes

Heat substations or heat exchangers in buildings
Building intfernal heating systems

Metering and conftrol systems

Heat is transported as hot water or steam through the network to buildings, where
heat exchangers transfer the thermal energy to the building's internal heating and
hot water systems.

Infroduction to heat network zoning

What is heat network zoning?

Heat network zoning is a strategic approach to identifying and designating areas
where heat networks represent the most cost-effective, low-carbon solution for
heating buildings. These zones are geographical areas where local authorities
have determined that heat networks would be the optimal heating solution based
on technical and economic assessments.




Key:

The zoning process typically involves
Heat Consumers detailed analysis of local heat

— Heat Sources

demand, existing and potential
heat sources, infrastructure
requirements, and economic
viability. Once established, heat
network zones may include policies
that encourage or require certain
new developments to connect to
existing or planned networks,
creating the demand certainty
needed for investment.

Source: GOV.UK

Summary of heat network guidance from
the Warm Homes: Local Grant

Low carbon communal heating and DHNs

1.

Current Status: Connections to low-carbon communal heating and district
heat networks are not currently eligible measures under the Warm Homes:
Local Grant

Reason: These connections are not covered by the required quality
standards for measures funded by the grant

Future Plans: The department is working to ensure that connections to low-
carbon communal heating and district heat networks are covered by
appropriate quality standards. Once this work is complete, these
connections may be incorporated into the grant

Timeline: This update is not expected to be ready during the first year of
delivery. The department will provide further guidance and updates once a
timeline has been agreed

Encouragement: Local authorities are encouraged to consider where heat
network connections may offer the best outcomes for households for future
installations

Eligibility: Heat pumps with shared ground loops are eligible for funding
through the Warm Homes: Local Grant, provided all requirements set out in
the guidance are met




Regulatory Framework

Based on Ofgem's post, the UK has implemented the Heat Networks (Consumer
Protection) Regulations to protect consumers connected to these systems. The
regulations aim to ensure fair pricing, transparent billing, and reliable service for
heat network customers.

Consumer Protection Measures
Key protections include:

Transparent billing information

Fair pricing mechanisms

Service quality standards

Technical safety requirements

Complaint handling procedures

Consumer rights regarding contracts and termination

Common misconceptions

DHNs are always more expensive

While some poorly designed or managed networks have led to higher costs, well-
designed and properly regulated DHNs can deliver competitive and stable
heating prices. Modern networks with efficient technologies and appropriate
oversight can provide cost advantages through economies of scale and fuel
flexibility.

Limited consumer choice

Some believe DHNs restrict consumer choice by creating controlling situations.
While customers typically cannot choose their heat supplier once connected,
robust regulation can ensure fair treatment and pricing. The new regulations aim
to provide consumer protections like those in other utility markets.

All DHNs are carbon intensive

While some older networks rely on fossil fuels, modern DHNs increasingly
incorporate renewable energy sources, waste heat recovery, and low-carbon
technologies. DHNs offer a flexible infrastructure that can adapt to different heat
sources over time, potentially supporting decarbonisation efforts.

Poor service quality

Historical issues with service quality in some networks have created negative
perceptions. However, properly designed, operated, and regulated networks can
deliver reliable service with appropriate maintenance and response protocols.




Best practices

For operators and developers
Transparent communication: Provide clear information about pricing
structures, service standards, and technical operations to customers
Efficient design: Implement appropriate pipe insulation, optimised
temperature regimes, and smart controls to minimise heat losses and
operational costs
Future-proofing: Design networks with flexibility to incorporate new heat
sources and technologies as they become available
Comprehensive metering: Install accurate heat meters and implement fair
billing systems based on actual consumption
Preventative maintenance: Establish regular maintenance schedules to
minimise service disruptions and extend system lifespan
Customer Engagement: Create effective feedback channels and responsive
customer service systems

For Local Authorities and Planners
Strategic planning: Integrate heat network development into broader energy
and carbon reduction strategies
Feasibility assessment: Conduct thorough technical and economic feasibility
studies before proceeding with development
Supply chain development: Support the development of local skills and
supply chains for heat network implementation and maintenance
Stakeholder consultation: Engage early with potential customers, community
groups, and other stakeholders

For Consumers
Understanding contracts: Review heat supply agreements carefully,
understanding pricing mechanisms and service standards
Energy efficiency: Implement building-level efficiency measures to reduce
heat waste and consumption requirements
Monitoring usage: Regularly check heat consumption patterns to identify
potential issues or savings opportunities
Understanding rights: Familiarise yourself with consumer protection
regulations and complaint procedures

Future Developments
The district heating sector is evolving with several key trends:

Increased regulation: More comprehensive regulatory frameworks to ensure
consumer protection and fair pricing

Decarbonisation: Greater integration of renewable and waste heat sources
Smart systems: Implementation of digital technologies for network
optimisation and demand management




Lower temperature networks: Design of "4th generation" networks operating
at lower temperatures to reduce losses and increase efficiency

Heat storage integration: Incorporation of thermal storage to balance supply
and demand fluctuations

Useful resources

Summary evidence on District Heating Networks in the UK

Ofgem. Get advice on heat networks

Energy Saving Trust. What is district heating?e

Institution of Mechanical Engineers. How the UK has failed to realise the
potential of district heating

mibec. What is a District Heat Network?

Gov.uk. Heat network zoning: overview
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http://www.riseretrofit.org.uk/
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/212565/summary_evidence_district_heating_networks_uk.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/212565/summary_evidence_district_heating_networks_uk.pdf
https://energysavingtrust.org.uk/what-district-heating/
https://www.imeche.org/news/news-article/how-the-uk-has-failed-to-realise-full-potential-of-district-heating
https://www.imeche.org/news/news-article/how-the-uk-has-failed-to-realise-full-potential-of-district-heating
https://mibec.co.uk/what-is-a-district-heating-network/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/heat-network-zoning-overview/heat-network-zoning-overview

