PRESS RELEASE: Greater Reading Environmental Network
Don’t Eclipse Reading’s Community Solar Projects
Local groups from Greater Reading Environmental Network (GREN) have called on Reading’s MPs, Alok Sharma and Rob Wilson to support their bid to stop the Government slashing payments for solar electricity generation in an arbitrary way. 

Under the Government’s plans, the payments made to encourage solar electricity generation will be slashed by more than 50% in two weeks’ time. The Government says it will do this even before its own public consultation on the proposals has finished in late December. 
According to representatives from local GREN groups, the plans threaten to eclipse local community solar schemes, which have taken off in the last two years as a result of the hard work of local volunteers. 

One community group, Reading Energy Pioneers (REP), had already helped nearly fifty homeowners to bulk buy solar electricity installations over the past two years. Building on this success, REP’s community volunteers had been working for six months, hoping to assist another fifty householders in their biggest scheme yet when the sudden rule change was announced. REP’s coordinator, Chris Meunier, said “we were in the middle of helping our biggest ever group of householders in a bulk purchase of solar electricity installations when the Government suddenly changed the rules at short notice. This has caused a lot of confusion; some of our members had to drop out of the scheme and others had to pay extra to get their installations in before the new deadline.”  

In another community initiative, GREN has worked through the local Climate Change Partnership to gain support for a major scheme that could see thousands of homes in Reading benefit from solar installations and energy efficiency measures. GREN Chair, Paul Harper, said “the way the scheme currently works it’s mainly homeowners with the money to afford an installation who benefit. We have worked out a way that we can bring the benefits of solar electricity together with home insulation to low-income families across Reading. Thousands of pounds has been committed to developing this not for profit community enterprise, which would have a major impact in cutting Reading’s carbon emissions, reduce fuel poverty and create many local jobs. But all this will be impossible if the drastic cuts the Government proposes go through”.
GREN’s group members recognise that the Government’s Feed-in-Tariff scheme that makes payments for renewable electricity generation needed review and that payments would decrease to reflect the drop in costs since the scheme started. 
Reading Friends of the Earth member, John Booth, explained “everybody knew the scheme was to be reviewed and changes implemented from next April in line with lower costs. But the Government has pre-empted this with a rushed announcement of massive cuts that has thrown the industry into chaos, destroys public trust and threatens 20,000+ jobs around the country, including here in Reading. This is the second review that has been rushed through this year and it still doesn’t look at the scheme comprehensively. We believe that the consultation process is unlawful and for these reasons we are calling on our local MPs, here in Reading, to support our call that these plans are dropped and a proper strategic review of the scheme, with proper public consultation carried out with changes brought in next April as planned.” 
EDITORS NOTES: 

1. Greater Reading Environmental Network (GREN) is a network of voluntary and community groups from across Reading with an interest in sustainability, environment, Planning and conservation issues. GREN has nearly 30 member groups and 100’s of individual members and enables them to have a collective voice and to lobby for action on the environment and sustainability. Further information at www.gren.org.uk
2. Feed-in-Tariffs (FiTs) were introduced in April 2010 under the provisions of the Energy Act 2008, with all party support. There are various tariffs for different forms of small scale renewable energy generation, including PV (solar) installations which have been the most prolific and high profile. The current rate of payment, guaranteed for 25 years, for installing PV on existing homes is 43.3p pence per unit, the Government plans to cut this to 21p per unit on 12 December, before consultation on the proposal ends 10 days later.
3. The FiTs scheme provides that the rate of payment will be reviewed year on year and was expected to change (be reduced) with effect from April 2012. Earlier this year the Government revised the rules on qualification for PV FiT payments, restricting the size of installations that would qualify for the full rate – this was due to concerns that some businesses were ‘profiteering’ through larger scale installations e.g. Solar arrays on farmland. The Government says its plans are part of a comprehensive review, but this is being conducted piecemeal, with three reviews in 12 months, rather than in a strategic way. 

4. Feed-in-Tariff payments are not funded through Government expenditure but from a levy on all household and other fuel bills. This means that lower income households have to pay for the scheme, but can’t benefit directly from it as they don’t have the means to pay up front for expensive installations.

5. Reading Community Energy Social Enterprise is an initiative of Greater Reading Environmental Network, being pursued through the Reading Climate Change Partnership, which brings Community, Business and Public sectors together to take local action on Climate Change. Over £10,000 has been committed for expert consultancy advice to establish a Reading based not for profit social enterprise that would bring the benefits of solar electricity and energy efficiency work to 1,000s of low income families across Reading – mainly for older houses in private rented and low-income owner occupied homes. The initiative would substantially cut Reading’s greenhouse gas emissions, reduce fuel poverty, improve health and create Reading jobs. Government proposals to cut the FiT rate by more than 50% would make the finances of this unviable. 
6. Reading Energy Pioneers – are a group of local volunteers who have been promoting solar electricity and energy efficiency measures to ordinary householders in the community, helping them with information and advice to group together to buy solar installations collectively at lower cost. Reading Energy Pioneers, working as unpaid volunteers in their own time, had helped 46 homeowners to install solar electricity over the past two years. They had anticipated that up to 50 householders might join in their current programme this Autumn and had already enrolled 34 before the tariff announcement. The short notice of changes meant that many had to either pay significantly more (to meet the spike in equipment supply costs caused by the sudden demand to beat the deadline) or drop out because they could no longer proceed.  
Contacts for further information: 
Paul Harper, Chair, Greater Reading Environmental Network Tel: 0118 947 5961
John Booth, Reading Friends of the Earth Tel: 0118 9238322 (day)
Chris Meunier, Reading Energy Pioneers  Mob: 07970 673545
