
The introduction 
of the domestic 

RHI is expected to 
lead to an increase 

in demand from 
consumers. Jed 
Smith, however, 

believes there will 
be a shortage of 

skilled engineers to 
meet the assumed 
rise in installations. 

A
s the Government 
strives to introduce the 
domestic Renewable 
Heat Incentive (RHI) 

scheme and continues to 
promote the benefits aligned with 
Green Deal, one question remains 
unanswered – where will the 
next generation of renewables 
engineers come from?

The skilled renewables engineer 
is an integral part of the debate, 
and the capability of colleges and 
private training centres to meet 
the potential demand for new 
renewables engineers needs careful 
consideration. The recent training 
voucher scheme will hardly put a 
dent in the numbers of engineers 
requiring upskilling into the 
renewables sector, and any good 
business will consider political 
and market pressures when 
developing its strategic approach. 

It therefore falls to private 
training providers to lead the 
activity that will encourage 
existing solid fuel, plumbing 
and heating engineers to ready 
themselves to take advantage of 

the opportunities developing in 
the renewables market.

Colleges are governed by 
bureaucratic administration 
surrounding funding. Private 
training providers can react to 
markets more quickly and tend to 
adopt a more commercial focus. 

Stumbling block
There is, however, one big 
stumbling block that restricts the 
development of a skilled labour 
market – the investment required 
to set up and seek approval from 
the relevant awarding bodies. The 
need for the engineer to be part 
of a Competent Person Scheme 
(CPS), MCS approved and a Green 
Deal Installer, is costly both in time 
and money, and this investment 
needs to wield a demonstrable 
return for these engineers.

This is where the training 
provider comes in. We must be 
delivering qualifications at QCF 
standard to ensure the engineer 
can become MCS registered. The 
standard of training must be high 
to give this embryonic industry 

the best chances of succeeding. 
Recognition of costs and time 
must be considered by the 
training provider to demonstrate 
a return on that investment.

Depending on who you’re 
talking with, you will encounter 
mixed views on the RHI and the 
success (or lack of it) surrounding 
Green Deal. 

The need for plumbing and 
heating engineers to become 
renewables experts is a key 
part of the Government’s plans 
to meet the carbon reduction 
targets. The stark reality is that 
there are not enough approved 
training providers to meet the 
potential initial demand once the 
domestic RHI goes live. 

Green bottleneck
If the UK follows the model 
experienced by some of our 
European neighbours then it will 
immediately hit a bottleneck in 
training provision. 

The risks of this situation are 
obvious and include installations 
being carried out by unqualified 
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companies resulting in appliances 
being installed incorrectly – 
placing the end-users at risk. 
There is also the issue of the 
damage that problems such as 
this will do to the reputation of an 
evolving market which is such an 
important one for the economy 
and job creation.

Investing in infrastructure
However, there are training 
providers out there that 
actually care about the service 
they provide, the quality of 
the qualifications they deliver 
and value for money. Those 
centres have already invested a 
large amount of money in the 
infrastructure needed to meet the 
high level of quality necessary 
to deliver QCF courses in line 
with the National Occupational 
Standards (NOS). These providers 
are being sought out by the 
pro-active engineer who can see 
a commercial advantage in the 
investment needed to upskill 
and diversify within the domestic 
renewables market.

There are positive signs that 
the renewables heating market 
is on the up with the number 
of biomass installers increasing 
considerably over the last 12 
months as well as a steady rise 
in the number of traditional 
plumbing, solid fuel engineers and 
heating installers that are now 
working in the renewables sector.  

There is definitely a case to be 
made that the RHI isn’t necessary 
to realise the advantages of 
adopting renewable technologies. 
Trained installers are able to 
promote the other benefits, 
including a reduction in carbon 
footprint, security of fuel supply 
and positive cost comparisons.

There is no doubt that installers 
who embrace this developing 

sector early will be the real 
winners. The next generation of 
renewable technologies will focus 
on integrating different renewable 
technologies within one design, 
realising greater fuel savings and 
further carbon reduction. 

When the triggers for buying 
renewable heating solutions 
are taken into account the 
consideration is often bigger 
than the cost implication, and the 
purchaser looks to their heating 
engineer for confirmation that 
they are making the right decision. 

The right thing
The desire to contribute to 
carbon savings, align with the 
‘green agenda’ and do the right 
thing towards energy targets are 
all considerations in the buying 
process and represent a growing 
number of the British public. The 
installer needs to be able to talk 
around the subject with confidence.

More needs to be done though 
to encourage training providers 
to invest in the infrastructure 
needed to support the renewables 
installer. Without this, the overall 
growth and numbers of renewable 
technologies installed within the 
UK will be considerably restricted. 
This in turn will have a negative 
impact on carbon reduction 
targets and uptake of both Green 
Deal and the RHI.  n

the skills gap
Plugging

Installers can undertake 
renewables training at 

Specflue’s dedicated 
training centre.

››The risks of 
this situation 
are obvious and 
include installations 
being carried out 
by unqualified 
companies.‹‹


