
Renewable
options
W

hen it comes to 
assessing heating 
solutions for homes 
off the gas grid, 

it is essential that installers are 
aware of all the options available 
to their customers. Renewable 
technologies are increasingly  
a valid, economic alternative to 
oil, LPG and direct electricity – 
especially if potential payments 
through the Renewable Heat 
Incentive (RHI) are factored in.

The RHI is a Government 
financial incentive to promote the 
use of renewable heat. Eligible 
applicants receive quarterly 
payments for seven years based 
on the amount of clean, green 
renewable heat their system 
produces, and these can add up 
to a sizeable figure. Technologies 
covered by the RHI include 
ground and air source heat 
pumps and solar thermal, and  
it is specifically targeted at (but 
not limited to) homes off  
the gas grid because these are 
the properties that have the 
potential to benefit the most  
from renewables. 

This is, of course, good 
news for installers because 
homeowners that pay a lot for 
their fuel are likely to be open  
to any idea that could save  
them money – and any increase 
in demand for renewables is 
going to increase business for 
qualified installers. 

Heat pumps – an ideal solution
Heat pumps are ideal off-grid 
solutions because they are eligible 
for the RHI and have appealing 
payback tariffs. There are two 
main types of heat pump – ground 
source and air source – with a 
wide range of options available in 
terms heat output. A good supplier 
will have the design capability to 

cascade or link units to provide 
sufficient output for most projects, 
meaning that installers can offer 
this technology to a wide range  
of customers. 

Air source heat pumps (ASHPs) 
are an affordable option and 
suitable for properties with less 
outside space. The unit sits 
outside the property (MCS 020 
covers siting of units) with 
the cylinder, buffer tank and 
associated control equipment 
fitted inside. 

Ground source units, on the 
other hand, are fitted indoors 
with the ground loops or 
boreholes placed in the ground 
outside. Inevitably, GSHPs need 
more space – both for the unit 
inside the property and for the 
ground loops externally – and 
they are also more expensive 
to purchase and install because 
of the groundwork requirement. 
Crucially, the RHI tariff level is set 
at a higher level to reflect this.

Considering the RHI tariff for 
an ASHP is currently 7.3p/kWh, 
a typical house with a Seasonal 
Performance Factor (SPF) of 3 
and an EPC assessment of 
20,000kWh of heating per year 
(running at 45°C) would receive 
£973.33 annually, or £6,813.00 
over seven years. 

75

It seems to be an accepted fact that it 
can be expensive to heat a home with no 

access to mains gas – but this doesn’t have 
to be the case. Heather Oliver highlights 
the potential opportunity of renewable 

technologies for off-grid properties.

››A good supplier 
will have the design 
capability to cascade 
or link units to provide 
sufficient output for 
most projects.‹‹
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The author
The same house with a GSHP 

(RHI tariff of 18.8p/kWh) and SPF 
of 3.7 would receive £2,743.78 
per year, which equates to 
£19,206.49 over seven years. This 
level of return is obviously a real 
incentive for any homeowner to 
consider moving to renewables. 
Importantly, tariffs will change 
annually in line with the Retail 
Price Index. 

The savings are most obvious 
in a property with no access to the 
gas grid. A direct electric heating 
system – for instance, electric UFH 
and electric boiler or fan heaters 
– would cost approximately 
double the amount to run each 
year compared with a heat pump 
having a typical Coefficient of 
Performance (CoP). While the 
heat pump also needs electricity 
to run, it requires far less because 
its efficiency is much greater.

System efficiency
The CoP achieved by any heat 
pump is in some part reliant on 
the amount of insulation present 
in the property. A house with 

insulation levels that meet current 
Building Regulation standards will 
inevitably perform more efficiently 
than one with little or no insulation. 
A good supplier will discuss this 
aspect of the project in detail and, 
in some circumstances, may even 
suggest that a heat pump would 
not be suitable. 

The minimum levels of 
insulation needed would usually 
include loft insulation, cavity wall 
insulation, floor insulation and 
double-glazing. The amount and 
quality of these measures will 
affect system performance. If a 
heat pump supplier does not ask 
you about insulation, it should 
ring alarm bells. 

Making the most of 
every opportunity
Discussing the heat pump 
installation with your customer 
offers the ideal opportunity to 
recommend other products that 
work well with the system. For 

example, it makes sense to install 
a new heating system, such as 
warm water underfloor heating, 
that will complement the running 
characteristics of the heat pump 
and further improve efficiency by 
as much as 40% (EuRay, 2005).

There are now UFH systems 
designed specifically for retrofit 
projects with exceptional heat 
outputs that, when linked to a 
heat pump in a property with 
sufficient insulation, will provide  
a warm, comfortable home  
with reduced running costs.  
For example, Nu-Heat’s LoPro  
Max has been tested to exceed 
150W/m2, is just 22mm high and 
can be fitted directly over the 
existing floor structure. 

The other renewable 
technology that may be suitable 
is solar thermal. This is commonly 
integrated with a heat pump 
system and will provide an 
average of 60% of the annual 
DHW needs of a typical family. 
An integrated heat pump and 
solar system warrants careful 
design, so it is worth speaking 
to a specialist supplier that can 
offer detailed schematic diagrams 
illustrating how the various 
components fit together. The  
RHI tariff for solar thermal is 
19.2p/kWh, and this can be 
claimed alongside the heat pump 
tariff in an integrated system.

Consumer protection
As public money is behind the 
RHI, the Government has been 
keen to ensure that homeowners 
are protected from inadequate 
products and poor installation 
practices. This is why the MCS 
scheme has been established 
– to provide a clear standard 
that all products must meet or 
exceed, and to ensure that the 
person commissioning the heat 
pump (and producing the MCS 
certificate – a requirement for  
RHI applications) is competent. 

The opportunities for business 
growth as a result of the RHI are 
worth investigating – the market 
is very buoyant and you could  
be part of it.  n

Air source heat pumps are 
an affordable option and are 
suitable for properties with 
little outside space.

A ground source heat pump requires 
some ground work – either   
laying ground loops or   
digging a borehole.
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