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Britain’s electricity system is mature yet complex. Our energy system faces significant challenges if it is to meet the net-
zero emissions target by 2050 – challenges such as how to increase the amount of energy generated by intermittent 
renewables; how we will heat our homes; the huge increase in electric vehicles needed to decarbonise transport - and 
how to do all this without overloading the grid while encouraging consumers to use energy at different times of day so that 
demand follows supply. 
 
The Energy White Paper published late last year offers a vision, direction of travel and support for a more ‘dynamic’ 
electricity system. But what does this mean in practice, and how does it interact with Ofgem’s recent recommendation that 
part of National Grid’s current role should be replaced with an Independent Systems Operator? 
 
We were delighted to have Dr Alan Whitehead MP, Shadow Minister for Green New Deal and Energy, who set out his 

views on how the UK’s electricity system can be improved and simplified to balance consumers needs with the crucial 

transition to net-zero and the need to address long-term challenges. 

Our discussion highlighted that we are moving from a system that needs to accommodate renewables to one that will be 

about renewables. An electricity grid with 80 to 90% renewables will be a challenge to achieve and maintain unless the 

complex system in Great Britain is changed. Everything we have on the grid needs to contribute to its fullest potential; if 

there are barriers in the way, this will drive up the price and make it difficult to reach the net-zero goal. 

As part of the discussion there was a central point of agreement. We have to do many things quickly to build a majority 

renewables network while also changing the system behind how these things are enabled to support that (more flexible) 

network over the long term. One mustn’t stop the other in the ultimate pursuit of a decarbonised energy system well in 

advance of 2050. There were several detailed issues highlighted that will have to be considered. 

The main points are summarised below: 

Outcomes, metrics and scale 

• Do we need a systems architect, or is a system architecture enough? The recent review of the energy 

system by Ofgem made a recommendation for a new systems operator to lead strategic planning and 

management of the electricity system to support the transition to net-zero. Still, a new body comes with the risk of 

progress being slowed – on balance, what is the best course of action? 

• How do we get regulators coming together to align and accelerate? A recent speech by the Chair of the 

Environment Agency highlighted environmental regulators need to keep in lockstep with economic and financial 

regulators. Nations that help businesses decarbonise and prepare infrastructure for climate impacts fastest win 

investment. The UK Regulators Network was highlighted as an opportunity to drive some of this coordination, but 

will this be enough? 

• Competition or collaboration? The Energy White Paper sets out competition as the way to drive change. There 

was a strong consensus in our discussion that cooperation and coordination are perhaps more important as this 

will allow more risks to be taken because the downsides can be mitigated at a systems level. Is there a way to 

have both competition and collaboration at the right level? 

 

https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-green-industrial-revolution-needs-green-industrial-regulation
https://www.gov.uk/government/speeches/the-green-industrial-revolution-needs-green-industrial-regulation
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/energy-white-paper-powering-our-net-zero-future
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• What do we mean by resilience and reliability? During our discussion, it was highlighted that this is a complex 

issue in itself, not just about dealing with renewables intermittency but also about managing the risk of, for 

example, turbines being washed away due to climate change. Do we need to get more specific when talking 

about resilience? 

• How do we smarten the grid? The original smart meter rollout was planned to have finished last year. The new 

target is now 2024/25. Our discussion focused on the value of having efficient data that can be captured and 

pooled in the public domain so that all participants in the system can have access to that data for arranging how 

the system works. We are some way off that and a digital twin for energy. How do we accelerate change in this 

space? 

• Who pays? And lastly, how sustainable is the approach of having system change paid for primarily by users? 

There was a suggestion that some general taxation will be needed. Otherwise, we will break the back of 

customers who need to meet these levies. Affordability has to be factored in, but when and how should a switch 

be made? 

 


