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YOUR COMMENTS
Please provide us with your comments below. Please be as concise as possible and
where appropriate provide evidence to support your responses.
KEY ISSUE: ENERGY TARGETS & STRATEGIC PLANNING POLICY
Q.1. How should future strategic planning policy continue to help NI achieve any
new targets for increasing energy from renewable and low carbon sources
arising from the emerging Energy Strategy and in doing so assist in addressing
the climate emergency?
Comments:
In the view of the Irish Solar Energy Association, the transition from thermal assets to renewable energy to reduce emissions should be a key
prioritisation metric when planning decisions are being made in this area. To speed up of deployment of renewable assets, the Northern Ireland
Department of Infrastructure and local government needs to increase the resources available to the planning system.
At present, the timelines for renewable project planning applications impede the progress of the clean energy transition. To achieve the agreed
renewable targets the timelines as set out in current planning legislation must be delivered upon – this can only be achieved by ensuring that the
planning system in Northern Ireland is provided with adequate resources. As a case in point: it took 25 years from the point at which the first renewable
project in Northern Ireland was energised to reach the 40% renewable energy target – and the Northern Ireland government intends to double this
figure within 8 years against a backdrop of rising electricity demand as the economy recovers post-Covid. This is possible if more renewable projects
are energised more rapidly with the assistance of the Department of Infrastructure.
ISEA is of the view that the SPPS should serve to inform how development planning is executed across Northern Ireland. This creates clarity for
officials and ensures that consistent policy transfer occurs from Stormont across to Local Councils and Local Development Plans.
We understand the importance of decisions being taken at an appropriate level and ideally as close to the impacted population as possible, though we
must stress that this arrangement cannot serve as a means for Local Councils to impede the construction of Renewable Energy projects via arbitrary
restrictions or local designations that restrict development without suitable supporting rigour. Like any regulatory process, planning should provide
certainty that appropriate projects with the necessary assessment have a high probability of navigating the process.
To solve this, we recommend that a Planning Regulator is appointed to resolve disputes around local policies that appear to be at odds with the SPPS.
As with any planning system, there is a need for some form of mechanism to aid with the resolution of conflicting priorities. There have been instances
in Ireland where the Office of the Planning Regulator and in some instances the Minister intervened as local authority restrictions on renewables were
seen as out of step with the Climate Action Plan. Planning authorities in Northern Ireland should be similarly empowered to ensure that progress on
climate targets are not unduly impeded by local councils.
We would however caution the Department for Infrastructure to consider the capacity of NI government institutions to make these interventions while
the devolved institutions are suspended. ISEA does not take a position on any of the issues that have caused the collapse of the Northern Ireland
Executive, but we urge the Department of Infrastructure to develop contingency plans for a way forward on Strategic Planning Policy whilst the NI
Executive is not functioning.
In our view, the SPSS will be best positioned to deliver on Net Zero if a target of 80% renewable electricity generation is included. By our calculations,
this is possible if an additional 1.028 GW of solar (in tandem with an expanding deployment of wind energy) is consented by 2030. However, this must
be subject to rigorous and transparent assessment to be successful.
To achieve this target, significant investment in the electricity grid must be made so that the electricity system can move from depending upon
synchronous generation to asynchronous generation. This means that there will be a rise in connection applications made to SONI & NIE Networks for
substations, power lines, and other infrastructure. If Northern Ireland is to successfully decarbonise its electricity system, connection policy must
facilitate these applications promptly and SONI must complete the necessary modifications to expand and modernise the existing grid infrastructure.
As part of this, the planning system must accommodate more infrastructure attempting to connect to the system.
ISEA notes that PPS18 Policy RE1 states that ‘significant’ weight ‘must’ be attached to “The wider environmental, economic and social benefits of all
proposals for renewable energy projects are material considerations that will be given significant weight in determining whether planning permission
should be granted.", whereas paragraph 6.225 of the SPPS states that ‘appropriate’ weight will be attached. The wording has led to applications for
renewable projects being undermined. In light of the need to decarbonise, ISEA believes that the original wording of ‘significant’ should be used. Every
effort should be made in the SPPS to avoid ambiguity so that the progress of decarbonisation is not impeded by selective interpretation.
Solar technology is constantly evolving to become progressively more efficient and cost-effective. We, therefore, believe that planning consent should
accommodate a technological change to maximise the effective utilisation of renewable resources. This could be achieved through the use of the
Rochdale Envelope approach – this allows for projects to be granted consent within set parameters.
More efficient panels allow for the most effective utilisation of available grid infrastructure, which in turn creates cost savings for consumers.
Considering this, ISEA feels that it is not in the interest of Northern Ireland’s environment and economy for planning regulations to prevent the
incorporation of new & improved technologies as part of solar projects.
ISEA believes for local government to make decisions on utility-scale projects, subject to adequate resources, the use of transparent & rigorous
processes, and meeting climate goals. We note that the fees for planning applications are considerably higher in Northern Ireland when compared with
Ireland and Great Britain. This is despite the fact that planning timelines are far longer in duration than in Ireland or Great Britain. In our view, the
solution to this is to ensure that the planning system is sufficiently resourced to manage the resulting pipeline of planning applications.

KEY ISSUE: LOCATIONAL CONSIDERATIONS
Q.2. What are your thoughts on introducing new provisions within strategic
planning policy to provide for a more strategic spatial approach for the siting
of wind and solar farm (or others types of renewables) development through
identifying suitable and/or unsuitable areas in principle?
Comments:
Developers bring a wealth of experience and employ consultants to maximise the
chance of being successful at the planning stage and of developing a commercially
viable project. ISEA regretfully believes that the NI Department of Infrastructure
does not have the same level of resources to assess projects. We do believe that
ensuring that the DfI is sufficiently resourced going forward in order to maximise the
chance of successful decarbonisation before 2030. Thus, the DfI must work with
industry to a greater extent on issues such as grid connections and planning
permission. The solar industry can offer a lot of resources and expertise to work in
cooperation with the Department of Infrastructure and ensure there is a rigorous
and transparent process.

KEY ISSUE: SITING NEW WIND FARMS IN PERPETUITY
Q.3. What are your thoughts on introducing new provisions within strategic
planning policy to require new wind farms to be capable of being sited in
perpetuity?
Comments:

No response.

KEY ISSUE: WIND TURBINES & AMENITY CONSIDERATIONS
Q.4a. How best should strategic planning policy provide for the consideration
of such matters when plan-making and decision-taking?
Comments:

No response.

KEY ISSUE: WIND TURBINES & AMENITY CONSIDERATIONS
Q.4b. Do you consider strategic planning policy should require a mandatory
separation distance for wind energy. If so, what distance and why?
Comments:
No response.

KEY ISSUE: DECOMMISSIONING AND SITE RESTORATION FOR NEW
DEVELOPMENT
Q.5. What are your thoughts on the best approach to decommissioning and
restoration of future wind turbine and solar farm development?
Comments:
ISEA believes that the SPPS should take into consideration that decommissioning
and restoration plans may be subject to review. This can occur as a result of
changes to regulation and updates to best practice in the time between the solar
farm energising and decommissioning at the end of its lifespan. Ultimately, the
decommissioning of solar projects at end of life should be sufficiently flexible to
allow for changes in technology, best practice, and regulation.

KEY ISSUE: SOLAR FARMS AND AGRICULTURAL LAND
Q.6. Do you consider strategic planning policy should prioritise
non-agricultural land for renewable energy development, such as solar energy.
If so, how and why?
Comments:
In our view, non-agricultural land should not be the first priority for solar farms as it
typically cannot retain a ‘dual-use’ function as is possible in the case of agricultural
land. Equally, the price of non-agricultural land is usually much higher than
agricultural land – this creates an additional cost for solar developers which
reduces the capacity of developers to deploy solar energy at scale and thus
increases electricity prices for consumers. ISEA would assume it is unlikely that
many sufficiently large non-agricultural sites will be available that have not already
been selected for other types of development.
Equally, solar farms allow the agricultural community to diversify & stabilise their
income streams. As the average farm-based income in Northern Ireland is £25,935,
of which is £24,774 is direct payments and £1,162 is revenue from agricultural
activities, this income diversification is needed more than ever. To ban the
deployment of solar assets on agricultural land may be taken by the agricultural
community as an unjustified imposition on their rights as landowners and an
impediment to their capacity to function successfully as an industry.
The installation of solar farms on agricultural land instead of brownfield offers far
greater biodiversity benefits. These include the creation of carbon sinks, dual-use
sites for sheep grazing, and providing refuge to local plant & animal species.
However, we should qualify this to say that the Department of Infrastructure should
not remove non-agricultural land from consideration entirely for solar sites. There
may be some instances wherein ‘brownfield land’ may be repurposed for solar
farms such as derelict housing estates, former industrial estates, and business
parks.

KEY ISSUE: CO-LOCATING RENEWABLE, LOW CARBON AND SUPPORTING
INFRASTRUCTURE
Q.7. Should strategic planning policy provide for the appropriate co-location of
renewable, low carbon energy and supporting infrastructure? If so, how best
might this be achieved and why?
Comments:
No response.

KEY ISSUE: RE-POWERING EXISTING WIND FARMS
Q.8. Should strategic planning policy provide for and/or encourage the
re-powering of wind turbines as they come to the end of their consented
lifespan and require/allow that all new wind farms should be sited in
perpetuity?
Comments:
No response.

KEY ISSUE: EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES AND OTHERS
Q.9a. What do you consider to be the emerging technologies and how best
should strategic planning policy provide for their consideration by relevant
planning authorities when plan-making and decision-taking?
Comments:
ISEA considers solar to still be an emerging technology in Northern Ireland relative
to its potential. However, we encourage planning authorities to give consideration to
solar technology as it is visually unobtrusive, environmentally low impact, and
remarkably consistent in terms of its generation profile. ISEA believes that the
SPPS provides for the relevant factors against which solar may be assessed such
as public safety, environmental factors, and protection of heritage sites. We would
be more than happy to discuss this in greater detail with the DfI.
The benefits of diversifying to allow for greater volumes of solar are numerous.
Analysis undertaken by Afry indicates that a large scale volume of solar in the
Single Electricity Market by 2030 will:
• Save up to €106mn on their electricity bills per year.
• Result in a more efficient system for meeting demand via an approximate
two-fifths reduction in renewables being turned down meaning that more green
power is available.
• In a scenario where 70% of electricity demand is met in a portfolio which blends a
higher volume of solar with other renewables, this results in increased rates of
emission reduction that are up 7%.
ISEA wishes to emphasise that planning regulations should flexible enough to
accommodate the introduction of new technologies and ensure that consumers can
benefit from the dividends of innovations in the sector.

KEY ISSUE: EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES AND OTHERS
Q.9b. How best should strategic planning policy provide for the consideration
of battery energy storage systems by relevant planning authorities when
plan-making and decision-taking?
Comments:
The Strategic Planning Policy is a comprehensive plan to reform how renewable
energy is delivered in Northern Ireland that requires action at all levels of devolved
government ranging from ministerial level down to local councils. It is therefore
crucial that the SPPS includes a requirement for local government to contribute to
energy strategy targets. Within this frame, a clear weighting direction must be
provided in the policy which ensures that strategic policy is not in any way
compromised by local development plans.

KEY ISSUE: EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES AND OTHERS
Q.9c. What do you consider to be any other issues relevant to renewable and
low carbon energy development and how best should strategic planning policy
provide for their consideration by relevant planning authorities when
plan-making and decision-taking?
Comments:

