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Promoting hemp insulation to the owner-
occupied market

Innovation programme case study

Relevant to: England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland

Introduction

Uttlesford District Council, in Essex, has been
actively promoting energy efficiency and
renewable energy to households for ten years. The
council’s current schemes include a
comprehensive programme of energy efficiency
upgrades for its social housing and promotion of
solar water heating systems through a solar club.
In October 2005, the council was awarded £9,965
from the Energy Saving Trust's Innovation
Programme to undertake a feasibility study looking
at promoting hemp insulation to the owner-
occupied market.

The Government’'s Energy White Paper identified
that the most cost effective carbon savings will
come from better insulation of dwellings. Most
insulation is manufactured from glass or mineral
wool, ie a non-renewable resource that also has
high embodied energy. Insulation materials
produced from renewable sources, such as
sheep’s wool and plant fibre (hemp, flax or cotton),
are available. While these have been shown to
perform to a similar level to ‘conventional
‘insulation materials, there is currently very limited
uptake of these materials, with cost being the
major barrier.

To-date no one has investigated the feasibility of
promoting natural fibre insulation to the private
sector. This feasibility study focused on a new
product, manufactured from hemp and recycled
cotton, called ‘Isonat’. This product is reported to
be the cheapest natural plant fibre insulation
material on the market. It is fully accredited in
France (CSTB) and is in the process of achieving
Energy Efficiency Recommended accreditation.

The product is supplied in solid batts, suitable for
insulating lofts, warm roofs and certain cavities
(such as timber frame). It is currently more
expensive than ‘conventional’ insulation and
another barrier to its uptake is that it needs to be
supplied by the truckload (approximately enough to
insulate 8 roofs), making it difficult for one-off
customers to obtain

Aims and objectives

The aim of the feasibility study was to find out
whether it is possible to get owner-occupiers to
choose renewable insulation products over
‘conventional’ products.

The objectives were to find out:
What, if any, price premium people would be
prepared to pay for this product;
How it may be possible to reduce the price to a
level where a significant number of people
would be interested in investing in the product
(eg through bulk purchase);
How best to market the product, and
Whether there is any interest from developers.

A secondary objective was to undertake some very
basic initial research into the scope for setting up a
local production facility.

Who was involved?

The main partners were:
Impetus Consulting Ltd, an energy and
environmental consultancy, which undertook
the bulk of the work on the feasibility study. This
included some project management and co-
ordination, liaising with energy suppliers,
market research, testing market approaches




and investigating the economics of hemp
farming and local production;

Plant Fibre Technology, which provided
technical information about Isonat and
information from other projects, including the
current partnership work with Cardiff University;
Natural Building Technologies, which supplied
the Isonat product at cost and also provided
training on the use of Isonat to Interglow, and
Interglow (Contracts) Ltd, which installed the
product in the demonstration house.

The approach

The feasibility study involved:
Carrying out a trial installation of Isonat;
Undertaking market research to find out what, if
any, price premium householders would be
prepared to pay for the product;
Carrying out a very basic economic analysis of
hemp insulation;
Presenting the product to local installers,
developers and architects, and
Presenting our findings to assess likely local
take up at the Essex HECA Forum.

The findings
The environmental case

According to calculations by Natilin (which
manufactures Isonat), every kg of plant-fibre
insulation results in 0.24 kg of CO, being fixed (as
more CO; is fixed during crop production than is
consumed in manufacture). This compares to 0.83
kg CO, released for every kg of mineral fibre
insulation produced. In other words, every kg of
plant fibre insulation that is installed instead of
mineral fibre is saving 1.07kg of CO.,.

Installation

A three bedroom semi-detached was chosen for
the trial installation. The council and the installers
found no inherent problems with using Isonat for
improving loft insulation in an existing house.
However, to make installing the product quicker
and easier, and hence make the product more
competitive with glass-fibre insulation (Rockwool),
the following was suggested:
To minimise handling, dust, and cost for
transport, storage and labour, especially for loft
fills in existing housing, it would be
advantageous if Isonat mimicked conventional
insulation in its presentation, namely that it
came in a packaged roll, possibly with

March 2006

perforations to allow easy tearing by hand or at
least to make cutting with a knife or saw easier
and neater;

Although not crucial, it would save material if
the batt width was 370mm, not 400mm, and
For a normal ‘top-up’ there needs to be at least
150mm of insulation put above the joists. Isonat
does not come in 150mm thickness. Putting a
layer each of 100mm and 50mm Isonat (which
are currently available) is possible, but it would
take longer for installers to complete the job
and complicate it unnecessarily.

Market research

257 questionnaires were completed to find out
whether people would be prepared to pay more for
renewable insulation. 50 per cent of respondents
said they would pay more for natural fibre loft
insulation and 38 per cent said they would pay at
least £100 extra. 21 per cent said they would only
pay the same amount for natural fibre loft
insulation as for conventional loft insulation.

Economics of hemp insulation

The current cost price of Isonat is around
£54.48/m°, compared to a cost price for Rockwool
of around £28/m®. Rockwool and other
‘conventional’ insulation has a further cost
advantage of qualifying for Energy Efficiency
Commitment (EEC) grants; Isonat does not
currently quality for EEC funding as it is not an
Energy Saving Recommended certified product.
However, Plant Fibre Technology is in the process
of applying for this. The feasibility study found that
the best way to reduce the cost of Isonat would be
to establish a new production facility in the UK, and
Set-up a council-led bulk purchase scheme.




It was concluded that the first option was not
appropriate for the council to pursue. The second
option was not felt to be currently viable but could
be looked at again in two years when the costs
have come down somewhat due to UK production
and the product has been made easier to install.

In addition, a case could be made for giving plant
fibre insulation a greater credit under the Energy
Efficiency Commitment than glass or mineral wool
insulation because it is also acting as a carbon
sink. If this were to happen, the price differential
would be further reduced. (See ‘the environmental
case’, above). Ofgem were approached regarding
this point and, while they could see that this would
be logical, they explained that at present that
system for assigning credits for energy savings
does not take into account the embodied energy of
the energy saving materials.

Conclusions

Isonat is an effective form of loft insulation that
does not have the high embodied energy
associated with glass-wool and mineral-fibre
insulation, and is also a carbon sink. There are a
few technical issues relating to the installation of
Isonat that are in the process of being overcome
by the manufacturer. The major barrier to
installation is the cost of Isonat; at present, it costs
more than twice as much as mineral-wool
insulation (a price differential of approximately
£500).

This feasibility study found that if the premium
people need to pay for natural fibre insulation can
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be limited to around £100, there is potential for it to
capture a significant proportion of the loft insulation
market. As the premium increases, the potential
reduces towards a smaller niche market of those
who believe strongly in protecting the environment
and have the necessary financial means.

For the price differential to be reduced to this level,
there would need to be:
The establishment of a local production facility;
A bulk purchase scheme from the Council, and
Eligibility for Energy Efficiency Commitment
funding for this product.

This feasibility study concluded that it is possible
these conditions will be met at some point in the
next few years, in which case it would be feasible
to look at setting up a scheme to promote this
product to owner-occupiers.

Further information

Jake Roos, Energy Efficiency Surveyor, Uttlesford
District Council. E: jake.roos@uttlesford.gov.uk; T:
01799 510 511.

The Energy Saving Trust offers a free enquiries
service via our dedicated Practical help team —
the team will undertake to answer any query
regarding sustainable energy or sustainable
road transport within a maximum of three
working days.

At the time of publication and to the best of our
knowledge, the information contained in this
briefing note was correct. This case study was
produced in March 2006.

Practical help cannot vouch for any of the
organisations involved.

Practical help

T: 0870 241 2089

F: 0870 130 8831

E: practicalhelp@est.org.uk

W: www.est.org.uk/housingbuildings
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