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Introduction to Community-led heat projects 
This guide aims to help community energy groups and local authorities understand some of the 

opportunities, and challenges associated with community-led heating projects. This introduction 

document covers some of the main types of heating project that are delivered by community-led 

groups.  

There is increasing interest in the UK in developing more heat networks at a range of scales, from 

two or more buildings connected together up to whole towns and districts sharing heat. In 

ǊŜŎƻƎƴƛǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘΣ 59// Ƙŀǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǎǎƛƻƴŜŘ ŀ Ψ/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ IŜŀǘ ¢ƻƻƭƪƛǘΩ to help 

communities and smaller local authorities identify and develop some of these schemes. 

The toolkit was produced by Regen SW on behalf of the Department of Energy and Climate Change, 

and we would also like to thank our peer review group from industry for their expert input.1 

Each section contains information on each type of heating project, with links to more detailed 

information or further support. 

 

 

1.0 What are community heat projects? 
Much of the energy needed by communities is used to heat spaces: homes, businesses, public 

buildings and every type of building in between. In fact, nearly half of the energy consumed in the 

UK is for space heating and hot water. For individual homes, this figure is even higher, with 60% of a 

ƘƻǳǎŜƘƻƭŘΩǎ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ōŜƛƴƎ ǳǎŜŘ ŦƻǊ ǎǇŀŎŜ 

heating.2 

Increasingly, community groups and local 

authorities at all scales are looking at how 

their heat is generated and used and 

coming up with innovative projects to 

help address fuel poverty, reduce energy 

bills, increase sustainability and more. 

Typically, community heat projects fall 

under one of three broad themes all of 

which are introduced in this document. 

They are (in order of decreasing 

complexity): 

¶ providing heat to multiple 

properties using a heat network  

                                                           
1 With thanks to: Dan Nicholls, Cornwall Council, Sue Ansell and Ken Brady, Energy Saving Trust, Mark Prior, 

Forestry Commission 
2 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/190149/16_04-DECC-

The_Future_of_Heating_Accessible-10.pdf 

Introduction to Heat 

Networks 

Introduction to projects 

for heating one building 

Introduction to setting 

up group buying schemes 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/190149/16_04-DECC-The_Future_of_Heating_Accessible-10.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/190149/16_04-DECC-The_Future_of_Heating_Accessible-10.pdf
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¶ replacing individual heating systems in key community buildings 

¶ bulk buying of heating fuel 

Community heat projects are different from conventional renewable electricity projects (such as 

solar PV or wind) in that heat is produced and consumed locally. There is no mechanism for 

transporting heat long distances in the same way that there is for electricity. This may well change in 

the future, but currently heat is essentially limited to a local market. Heating fuels of course, can be 

transported by road, rail and sea. 

1.1 Who is doing community-led heat projects? 
Although less common than renewable electricity, community heat projects are happening. Some of 

the more progressed projects are: 

¶ Greenfox Community Energy in Leicester has replaced a local schoolΩs oil boiler with a 

woodchip heating system.  

¶ Woolhope Dome Community Woodfuel has been installing biomass boilers in hard-to-heat 

buildings and producing woodchip from local forestry.   

¶ Springbok Sustainable Wood Heat Co-operative Ltd has built a heat network for a large 

residential estate.  

 

All of these organisations are co-operatives run by volunteers for the benefit of their community. 

Depending on the scale of the project, the community group may or may not need a formal legal 

structure. For example, if a community group wanted to collectively replace their old oil boilers with 

new biomass stoves or boilers, this could be done together informally, without forming a legal 

entity. If, however, a community group wanted to own and operate a heat network including selling 

heat, this would require appropriate legal and financial structures. 

Chris from Woolhope WoodHeat 

comparing potential pipes for their 

project 

http://greenfoxcommunityenergy.coop/
http://woolhopewoodheat.org.uk/
http://www.springbokwoodheat.co.uk/
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1.2 Choosing a project type 
Supplying, selling and consuming heat does not currently have formal regulations applied to it in the 

UK, unlike electricity projects. This means community energy groups and local authorities can be 

innovative in choosing a project and perhaps more flexible in the sorts of outcomes they would like 

to see. The first step to building a heat project is to be clear about what you want to achieve, and 

what you can realistically deliver.  

 

If you are still unsure as to what type of project you may be looking to develop, it may help to look at 

what factors influence the viability of a project: 
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1.3 Sources of support 
You can find out more about each type of community heat project through individual resources on 

the community energy hub: 

¶ Heat Networks Toolkit 

¶ Projects that provide heat to a single building  

¶ Bulk Buying Projects 

 

2.0 What is a Heat Network 
Heat networks enable one or more sources of heat energy to provide hot water and space heating to 

many users. Any scheme generating heat and providing it to two or more buildings can be classed as 

a heat network, regardless of what type of building is being heated. A heat network can also involve 

a single block of flats with multiple dwellings (this is usually termed communal heating).   In fact, 

heat networks work best with a variety of building types, (i.e. residential, retail, industrial) as this 

helps to balance the daily and seasonal demands for heat on the system. 

http://hub.communityenergyengland.org/resources/resource/151/community-led-heat-projects-a-toolkit-for-heat-net/
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Image credit: Regen SW 

The heat network moves heat to each building via hot water (or sometimes steam) in a system of 

pipes insulated to reduce heat loss and normally buried much like any other utility supply 

infrastructure. The heat is normally generated in one location, typically called the energy centre. 

(This can be a new building built to house the plant, or housed in a convenient existing building). 

Water in the heat network is at a high temperature, often between 70 and 100 degrees Celsius, and 

customers usually access this heat through a Heat Interface Unit (HIU), which takes the place of an 

individual boiler (they are in fact much the same size as a small gas boiler). 

The HIU contains a heat exchanger, which lets the customer extract heat from the main network into 

their own central heating system to supply radiators and hot water taps. Each customer has a 

heating control system and meter installed with the HIU so they can be billed for the amount used 

and control their usage. 

 

Bristol City Council heat network 

being installed. In this picture, 

sections of pipe are being welded 

together before they are positioned 

in their trench.  

Photo credit: Bristol City Council 
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The heat is generated in a centralised energy centre. Hot water is usually stored in large, insulated 

(thermal) stores so the system can deal with times of high and low usage, whilst running the energy 

centre at maximum efficiency. Most of the heat networks in the UK use gas or biomass boilers to 

create heat, but you can harvest waste heat from industry, or collect low temperature heat from 

water or the air through large heat pumps (for more information on heat generating technologies, 

check the Heat networks toolkit or the Community Energy Hub section on renewable heat 

technologies). Heat networks are also good at managing heat from multiple sources, even from 

different sites. 

Increasing numbers of projects are exploring the generation of both heat and electricity with the 

same plant, known as Combined Heat and Power or CHP, as this can provide additional revenue for 

the owner, as well as help to de-risk fluctuations in the electrical energy market. 

Heat networks have been employed for a long time to heat multiple properties from a single source. 

Indeed, there is evidence that hot water distribution to multiple buildings was in use as early as 

fourteenth Century France3.  

hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ-ƭŜŘ ŘƛǎǘǊƛŎǘ ƘŜŀǘƛƴƎ ǎŎƘŜƳŜǎ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǊ {ǘ .ǊƛŘŜΩǎ /ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ /ŜƴǘǊŜ ƛƴ 

South Lanarkshire. You can read a case study about the project on the website of the Association for 

Decentralised Energy. 

2.1 Heat networks in the UK 
Heat networks (or district heating as it is often called) first started being used after World War II in 

the UK, to heat large residential areas that sprung up in areas destroyed by the Blitz. Many of these 

early schemes are still in use today, such as the Pimlico District Heating Undertaking (PDHU), which 

first became operational in 1950. 

 

One of the oldest and largest schemes still in operation is in Westminster and run by City West 

Homes, supplying over 3,000 properties with hot water, space heating and electricity. It is estimated 

                                                           
3 Advanced District Heating and Cooling (DHC) Systems, Woodhead Publishing series in Energy 2015 

Some large networks require large 

components, such as this accumulator tower, 

part of the Bunhill Heat network. It is used to 

help keep constant pressure in the system. 

Photo Credit: Islington Borough Council 

 

http://hub.communityenergyengland.org/resources/renewable-technologies/
http://hub.communityenergyengland.org/resources/renewable-technologies/
http://www.theade.co.uk/douglas-community-ecoheat-st-brides_2965.html
http://www.theade.co.uk/douglas-community-ecoheat-st-brides_2965.html
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that there are 1765 individual heat networks in the UK, but that they are predominantly small4. 

Three quarters of all networks identified by DECC in 2013 are classified as small, with an average of 

35 residential dwellings.5 

{ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¦YΩǎ ƻƭŘŜǎǘ ƘŜŀǘ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪǎ ŀǊŜ ŜȄǇŀƴŘƛƴƎ ŜǾŜƴ ƴƻǿΦ {ƘŜŦŦƛŜƭŘΩǎ ƘŜŀǘ ƴŜǘǿƻǊƪ ǿŀǎ 

established in 1988 and serves 140 non-domestic buildings, as well as 2800 homes.  

 

2.2 What drives interest in Heat Networks? 
There are a number of practical factors that drive interest in heat network projects: 

 

                                                           
4https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/212565/summary_evidenc
e_district_heating_networks_uk.pdf  
5https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/212565/summary_evidenc
e_district_heating_networks_uk.pdf 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/212565/summary_evidence_district_heating_networks_uk.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/212565/summary_evidence_district_heating_networks_uk.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/212565/summary_evidence_district_heating_networks_uk.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/212565/summary_evidence_district_heating_networks_uk.pdf
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There are many reports outlining the benefits of heat networks including a report by the Low Carbon 

Infrastructure Fund and the District Heating Manual for London. Recently, interest in heat networks 

has been growing again, as their benefits have been demonstrated at home and abroad. The 

creation of the Renewable Heat Incentive (RHI) has also helped to generate interest in heating 

solutions by providing financial support for buildings heated from one renewable energy source, 

provided the energy source was classed as renewable (biomass, heat pumps, energy from waste 

etc). You can find out more about how the RHI works here. Another government initiative, the Heat 

Networks Delivery Unit (HNDU) has supported local authorities in England & Wales in exploring over 

180 large-scale, heat network projects at varying stages of development6.  You can read more about 

the work done by the HNDU on the DECC website here. 

Local authorities often have an interest in encouraging heat network projects. Other than the 

reasons outlined above, key interests for local authorities can be7: 

¶ tackling fuel poverty, which requires keeping consumer bills down 

¶ regeneration, by providing a competitive advantage to an area 

¶ being seen to be actively engaging with low carbon transition and sustainability 

¶ contributing directly to local authority greenhouse gas reduction targets 

¶ income generation 

2.3 What does a heat network project look like? 
Every building, home and business needs heat. Unlike electricity or gas, heat (or the medium used to 

transport it such as hot water or steam) currently cannot be transmitted or moved great distances 

efficiently in the UK. This means there is no national market for heat as a commodity, and heat must 

be produced, supplied and consumed on a local basis. 

This means that for any heat network, the customers must be local and must make a decision to 

connect to that local system. This is different to other types of energy project such as wind farms or 

solar arrays, as the electǊƛŎƛǘȅ ƎŜƴŜǊŀǘŜŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǎŎƘŜƳŜǎ ŜƴǘŜǊǎ ŀ ƴŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƳŀǊƪŜǘ ŀƴŘ ŘƻŜǎƴΩǘ 

necessarily need local residents to buy it. 

So heat projects start and finish with local communities ς this has a significant impact on how heat 

networks projects are developed. 

In addition, heat network projects need different levels of technical expertise according to their 

scale and complexity, in much the same way that a domestic rooftop PV installation will have a 

different development pathway to a 6 MW solar ground array. 

In general though, every heat network project will need to follow these steps: 

                                                           
6https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/477898/Heat_Networks_In
vest_Guide_Nov2015.pdf 
7https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/457240/HNDU_Report_Fin
al_28_08.pdf 

https://cfg.homesandcommunities.co.uk/download-doc/6100/10344
https://cfg.homesandcommunities.co.uk/download-doc/6100/10344
http://www.londonheatmap.org.uk/Content/uploaded/documents/DH_Manual_for_London_February_2013_v1.0.pdf
https://www.ofgem.gov.uk/environmental-programmes/non-domestic-renewable-heat-incentive-rhi
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/heat-networks-delivery-support
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/477898/Heat_Networks_Invest_Guide_Nov2015.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/477898/Heat_Networks_Invest_Guide_Nov2015.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/457240/HNDU_Report_Final_28_08.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/457240/HNDU_Report_Final_28_08.pdf
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¢ƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ƴƻǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ Ψproject ƧƻǳǊƴŜȅΩ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǎŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ŎǳǎǘƻƳŜǊǎ ŀƴŘ 

stakeholders throughout the entire process, along with a mechanism for them to be included in each 

stage.  

Depending on the nature of the project, initial stakeholders could include (before getting in to 

technical requirements): 

¶ community groups/Local authorities 

¶ housing associations 

¶ local businesses 

¶ landowners 

¶ developers (if major regenerations or new build developments feature in the project) 

¶ residentsΩ associations/parish councils 

¶ potential customers directly, if the project is a retrofit 

This holds for both local authority and community-led projects. 


















