Note of meeting on proposed Feed-in-Tariff with Rob Wilson
Friday 13 January 2012 
Rob Wilson MP, Reading East invited GREN reps to a meeting to discuss our concerns about the government’s proposals for Feed-in-Tariff rates for PV electricity generation and the consultation/implementation process around these as set out in our letter of 29 November. 

John Booth, Reading Friends of the Earth, Veronica Leeke, TT Reading and REPs and Paul Harper, GREN attended. 

The key points made were: 

· The positive action that local groups such as REPs, RITE, FoE and GREN had been taking in the community to promote renewables generation

· Our view that the consultation was unlawful (Gov’t appeal being heard today)

· The adverse impact of the proposed reduced rates (and further reductions in rates under the aggregation rule) would have on the proposed Community Energy Social Enterprise for Reading proposed by GREN and being developed through the Reading Climate Change Partnership

· That the government should call a halt to its attempt to overturn the court ruling that the consultation was unlawful and undertake a comprehensive review of the FiT scheme (instead of the piecemeal approach that has resulted in changes last summer, this Winter and more to come in the Spring) to take effect from 1 April 2012 that set the scheme and the industry on a sound footing in the longer term and rebuilds confidence and trust with consumers

· That whilst we acknowledged that FiT rates should reduce, those proposed would make individual purchases and community schemes that relied upon borrowing unviable. The ‘return on investment’ needed to be more than the 5% imputed from a rate of 21p, since borrowing costs were in the range of 5%-7%. The further reduction for aggregation would make certain community schemes were unviable.

· We requested a higher rate and waiver of the aggregation rule for schemes where the community benefit was locked in – this is important for schemes such as the Reading Community Energy Enterprise since these schemes are the route to enabling lower income, rather than relatively well-off middle class households to benefit from PV.
· Finally, we argued that the proposed requirements that properties where a FiT was paid for PV should have to be insulated to Level ‘C’ standard was too onerous (for retrofit) and could result in up to 90% of existing buildings not being able to qualify for the scheme – effectively killing it dead.  

We had a discussion about various aspects. RW was very clear that the scheme had to be reviewed (and FiT rates significantly reduced) in order to avoid busting the budget for FiTs (a limit set by the Chancellor in the Autumn Statement last year, even though this is not government expenditure through taxation, but comes from consumer bills via energy companies). 
He had spoken to a number of industry installers and said that in general terms they were content that a FiT rate of 21p was viable in the long-term. Whilst acknowledging that the consultation process had been unsatisfactory, he nevertheless said that another ‘boom & bust’ period had to be avoided and the industry placed on a sustainable footing. The initial high rates had been intended to ‘kick-start’ the industry, but had become a ‘rich man’s subsidy’. He suggested that the current rate of FiT (43.3p) would have resulted in an additional £55 per annum per household energy bill if nothing was done (the FoE figures suggest a much lower figure than this). 
RW’s view was that it is essential that properties are properly insulated before PV comes in and looks forward to that happening under the Green Deal later this year. 

RW was aware of the community energy enterprise proposal (we had given him a briefing note in November 2010) and was keen to ensure that lower income households did benefit from the FiT for PV installations, not just better off households. He said he would support some sort of differential treatment for schemes where the community benefit was locked in.   

RW suggested that GREN write to him and ask what the government was thinking of doing to encourage groups with community benefit schemes to operate in the ‘space’ between individual householders and the ‘rent-a-roof’ operators, especially to ensure that the benefits of PV installations are extended to include those householders in fuel poverty. 
A letter was sent to Rob Wilson on 18 January 2012 http://www.gren.org.uk/Resources.cfm#3 
NB: the same original letter had been sent to Alok Sharma MP, Reading West to which he replied (in summary): 
1. Priority is to place solar industry on sustainable footing - if continued at current rates then £867m budget busted and household bills to rise between £40 and £80 per year by 2020 as a result. 21p = 4.5% return on capital as orginally planned by Labour government and is highest subsidy for any form of renewable energy installation.

2. 6 weeks from announcement to 12 December gave long enough period for many planned installations to be completed. If had allowed until April 2012 then the resultant 'goldrush' would have probably swallowed up the whole FiTs budget and would have resulted in £60 per annum addition to consumer bills by 2020. 

3. Has raised our, and other constituents', concerns with Greg Barker and his reply letter is enclosed. It says much the same but adds: 

        (a) energy efficiency measures must be part of the scheme since it cannot be right that consumers rush to install what are still expensive generation systems before they have explored all the sensible options for reducing energy consumption first

        (b) He is considering whether more could be done to support genuine community projects in the FiTs scheme and will provide more detail in the second consultation on the comprehensive review, which will be published around the end of the year.  

4. Alok Sharma Is happy to meet with us to discuss any additional concerns we may have. 

Paul Harper, Greater Reading Environmental Network

