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The story of the Green New Deal in Northern Ireland is more a political one than an economic one at 
this  stage and is not yet a practical one in terms of providing evidence that there is real substance 
behind claims for green employment. 

The origins of the Green New Deal in the UK go back to a publication from nef (New Economics 
Foundation) in July 2008 that described a ‘triple crunch’ of recession, rising energy prices and 
climate change. The Northern Ireland take on their comprehensive proposals was an ambitious 
programme of investment to cut fossil fuel use thus creating thousands of jobs, help secure our 
energy supply, and build a low carbon economy.  The ‘New Deal’ moniker consciously invoked F D 
Roosevelt to indicate that the scale of investment required is huge - £50bn per annum for the UK as 
a whole. 

The Green New Deal concept has a particular relevance for Northern Ireland  being almost totally 
dependent on imported fossil fuel for our energy needs. 

The strategy to secure an investment of the scale required originated a year ago when I was the 
Northern Ireland Director of Friends of the Earth. The thinking was that in order to achieve anything 
in NI political consensus is required, a commodity that is generally in short supply. Consensus around 
this issue would be less divisive than most, however, and a solid civil society consensus could be a 
sound foundation for securing the necessary political leadership. Initially Friends of the Earth 
brought the four social partnership organisations together and the group swiftly broadened out to 
include a broad range of business, voluntary sector, trades union  and statutory organisations. Civic 
leadership would lead to political leadership. 

A ‘vision paper’ was negotiated amongst the membership with a strong focus on Northern Ireland’s 
fuel bill - £2.3 billion per annum of which 99% is imported fossil fuels. This constitutes between 9% 
and 11% of GVA. When oil rose to $150 a barrel the proportion of GVA was in the region of 11% to 
14%. The real possibility of oil prices returning to that level in the future, and rising above it, 
combined with the cost of carbon being reflected in prices should be a powerful incentive for 
Government to take the issue seriously.  

The vision paper described a package of measures for housing, public and commercial buildings, 
renewable energy supply, transport, sustainable industries, employment and skills, and finance. We 
estimated that 24,000 jobs could be created (largely extrapolated from figures from the Sustainable 
Development Commission in their publication ‘A Sustainable New Deal’) built on Northern Ireland’s 
traditional strengths of manufacturing, construction and agriculture. There was a particular 



emphasis on innovative financing mechanisms as a means of enabling public investment to lever 
much larger amounts of private investment. 

Some much more detailed work on housing followed, proposing the insulation of two thirds of the 
housing stock over 10 years together with some domestic renewables. The programme will save a 
net £700m (NPV) over the lifetime of the measures, based on lifetime savings of £3 billion and a 
total finance requirement of £2.3 billion. Total carbon savings will be 6.4 million tC. Employment 
created is estimated at 10,000 to 15,000 direct and indirect jobs – more detailed work is being done 
to back these figures up.  

These proposals were taken to Government and received positively by all parties. Political 
momentum has been slow to build, however, particularly during a protracted period of difficulty 
over policing and justice issues. The view of the Green New Deal Group has always been that given 
the very strong civil society consensus on the issue, the pace of progress should not be determined 
by Government and that if necessary we should press ahead ourselves.  The challenge is an unusual 
one – investment in retrofit of the building stock provides some very attractive rates of return and 
yet neither private individuals nor the private sector are making these investments at any significant 
pace. There are a number of barriers to be overcome: energy bills for most people are still a 
relatively modest part of their expenditure and even though there are savings to be made, they 
don’t seem worth the effort; relatively few people are motivated by ethical concerns. And for those 
that do want to act, the choices to be made are difficult  and the advice often conflicting. There is 
also an issue of trust – both in terms of the measures being offered and the finance options. How 
can the consumer be sure they are not being taken for a ride?  

There are barriers for business too: energy overheads in commercial buildings are generally a very 
small part of turnover; and for the construction industry the prospect of dealing with a multitude of 
small customers in the domestic sector is not very attractive. 

The NI Green New Deal Group sees its role as creating a ‘vehicle’ for assembling the necessary 
finance for making the obvious energy investments in domestic, commercial and public buildings and 
a delivery mechanism that the consumer can trust and makes life simple for them. 

So what might this ‘vehicle’ look like? It is likely to be a mutual organisation that exists for the 
benefit of its customers. It will deploy tens of millions of £ of public expenditure in order to lever 
hundreds of millions of £ of private investment. Capital at low interest rates may be raised through 
the bond markets and a revenue stream created  through ‘pay as you save’. A loan facility may be 
obtained from the European Investment Bank, also at a low rate of interest. Bank finance, perhaps 
through one of the banks in which the state now has a large stake is also likely. Local authority bonds 
may have a role to play, securitised against the local tax base. And householders may make a direct 
contribution themselves. 

(The recent DECC/DCLG Household Energy Management Strategy does not apply to NI as energy 
policy is devolved. In any case it could not work in NI its current  form as 70% of homes are heated 
by the unregulated oil sector.) 

Installation work is likely to be carried out by building firms contracted by the mutual organisation 
probably operating on a ‘street by street’ or area basis in order to secure economies of scale. 



Customers will interface with the mutual and will be offered a ‘one-stop-shop’ for design, 
installation, finance and quality control. Local authorities may also have a role in promoting the 
product and interfacing with customers. 

Much of this can proceed without government but ultimately will need some government funding – 
although possibly no more than is currently being spent on energy efficiency. Legislation will also be 
needed to enable a ‘pay as you save’ scheme to remain with a property once it is sold.  Which brings 
us back to politics and leadership. The initiative for the Northern Ireland Green New Deal came from  
civil society and from individuals within it providing strong leadership. Nearly all those organisations 
involved are represented at chief executive level. The energy regulator has been a key player; the 
head of the Government’s Strategic Investment Board could not commit his organisation but was 
happy to be actively involved as were others including academics and lawyers; the Sustainable 
Development Commission fielded a team of Commissioners to interrogate some of the proposals 
and assist in developing them; and the main social partner figures have all remained committed 
taking the issue to Government at appropriate moments.  

The real test of leadership, both civic and political, has yet to come however as we attempt to 
translate the vision into reality. 

 


