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1. Policy developments 

 New Consultation on the 15% target

The governments consultation paper on its proposals for how to meet the target of obtaining 15% of UK energy from renewables by 2020, as required by the new EU plan, was about to emerge as we went to press. According to a leak relayed by the Guardian (21 June) it suggests that although  'we might just possibly reach 15% renewable energy by 2020', this would  require 'maximum build rates and a very rapid response from the supply chain'. 

The electricity sector would bear the brunt of this: by 2020 between 30-35% of all electricity would have to come from renewables- as opposed to under 5 % now. Wind would lead.  On land wind capacity would expand six fold, with 3,500 turbines being installed around the country:  45% ultimately in Scotland, 18% in Wales, 10% in Northern Ireland and the rest in England. And there would be a very major expansion of offshore wind capacity- to 31GW. 

According to the Guardian report, biomass would be the second big growth area:  nearly 6% of electricity would be generated from burning straw, wood, waste, and energy crops. In addition, on the heat side, sewage works and farms could supply bio gas to reduce dependency on conventional gas. 

Microgeneration was, the Guardian said, the third main element in the plan. By 2020 it suggests there could be up to 7m solar heating systems installed on the roofs of buildings, with one in four households generating their own hot water from the sun. And there could be a 90% increase each year in the installation of ground and air source heat pumps, these together supplying 14% of all UK heating.

Other supply options get less attention. The plan it seems acknowledges that there are few sites left in the UK for large hydro-electric schemes, but hundreds of small scale energy generating schemes could be set up on rivers and canals. It doesn't expect tidal and other marine energy to become available significantly in the next decade.

Transport remains a problem area. According to the Guardian, the government still sees biofuels as being essential to meeting the 15% renewable target- but stresses the need to move on to more sustainable second generation biofuels  and suggests that, long term, biofuels may prove less suitable for road transport than for trains. 

On the demand side, the proposals include new powers to force people to improve the energy efficiency of their homes when they renovate them; and measures to force people to replace inefficient appliances such as oil-fired boilers. To help them move on to cleaner options, there would be a combination of tax breaks, credits, outright grants, soft loans, one-off payments and other incentives. However, the Guardian said, while the government believes "feed-in tariffs" might encourage individuals and small business to generate their own green electricity, it does not consider this suitable for "bulk" power generators. Providing a 50% subsidy of the installed costs of micro-energy could it says lead to 160,000 solar electricity units being installed and 60,000 small-scale wind power turbines, it says.

According to the Guardian report, the government says the transformation of the country's energy policy will have "significant impacts on all our lives" and could cost £100bn- involving investment of up to 1% of GDP. But under the most plausible climate scenarios this might avoid having to pay up to 20% of GDP.  And the new policy could create major new markets -and 160,000 jobs. 

More detailed coverage in Renew 175

FIT push rebuffed

An attempt to include commitment to a feed-in tariff (FIT) in the Energy Bill failed. Despite 33 Labour MPs defecting, the amendment, which would have required energy companies to provide long-term contracts guaranteeing a premium price for all renewable energy generated by homes, businesses and communities, was voted down.  It had clear cross party support- 276 MPs had signed up to an early-day motion supporting such a move, but in the event not quite enough.  The campaign had been led by Friends of the Earth and the Renewable Energy Association, with full page media ads, and it had received support (in a letter to the Guardian) from a group of senior academics. TV/pop star Lilly Allen also backed the move. The campaigners are still hoping the House of Lords will reintroduce an amendment. 

Explaining his opposition, Energy minister Malcolm Wicks said: ‘It seeks to require the Secretary of State to introduce a feed-in tariff, but it does not specify the size of generation it covers. It could cover all sizes of energy generation, large as well as small.  If adopted, that could have a potentially serious effect on investor confidence. Whatever the merits of feed-in tariffs in other countries, we need to consider what will work best in the UK. I know that it is sometimes tempting to go to a country such as Germany and say that everything looks greener, but we need to beware of simple comparisons. Feed-in tariffs and the renewables obligation are simply different methods of providing support to renewables projects. There should be no theology about this. We are talking about different mechanisms and which mechanisms might be fit for purpose in the UK.’ 

He added: ‘We will launch a consultation this summer on what we should do to increase renewable energy use to meet our share of the EU 2020 target.  That will cover a broad range of issues and involve collaborative efforts across Government and with business, consumers and the wider community. The proposals will strive for the best value for money for UK taxpayers and consumers. As the Prime Minister explained in November, we want a serious national debate about how to achieve our targets’.  [the consultation paper has now emerged- see above: more details in Renew 175] 

Hutton noted that  ‘as part of the strategy, we will examine a range of options further to support microgeneration, including a consideration of whether a feed-in tariff might be a better support mechanism than the renewables obligation for small-scale generation- I am thinking here of domestic dwellings, community schemes, small civic buildings and small businesses.’

Actually the REA did seem to be thinking in similar terms, at least as a first stage- not challenging the Renewables Obligation (RO) directly.  But that plainly didn’t work: certainly it’s clear that Wicks will not consider anything that sounds like dumping the Renewables Obligation- despite the fact that FITs, as used in most of the EU, have demonstrated their superiority, in terms of capacity maximization and cost minimisation, he still sees the RO as the main way to support large scale renewables in the UK. A FIT for micropower may however be OK- and the  BWEA and the REA are now campaigning on that.

· So far Germany has installed 22GW of wind using a FIT system  compared with the 2.4GW in the UK, under the RO plus grants.

LCBP changes

While pressure for a FIT continues (see above), the Government has revamped its Low Carbon Buildings Programme (LCPB) and increased funding for public sector projects (e.g. for public buildings and projects run by charities) to 50% of project costs. However, it hasn’t allocated any new cash for domestic consumer projects. Friends of the Earth were aghast: it said consumer grants should also be raised to 50%, and the overall budget expanded ten times. It said that, so far, the LCPB ‘has been an unmitigated disaster’- over the last year, the domestic grants programme had actually created a drop in the rate of installations. ‘You would be forgiven for thinking that the Government was actually trying to destroy the small-scale renewables industry in the UK’.  But at least that means there is still a lot of money left unspent- £10m for household projects. So the government has extended the scheme to 2013. 

The Renewable Energy Association was not amused: 

‘Making a failing programme fail over a longer period is not a solution’. It added that the LCBP should be relabelled the ‘Slow Carbon Building Programme’. Like FoE, it wants a Feed-In Tariff for micropower projects: see p.3 &8.

Self-Gen FIT

Good Energy, the Green power retailer, wants a Feed-In Tariff for micropower  which limits support just to power produced and used on site, so as to optimise self generation and limit losses from transmission of exported power:  ‘Encouraging export encourages inefficiency’. To make legislation easy, it proposes a model based on ROC income, with micro-generation getting 5 ROCs per MWh generated, which it said ‘would deliver a potential income of 22.5p per unit of generation’. But surely being paid for export power would help make self-generation more economic?

£400m for clean energy

DEFRA’s 2008/9 budget settlement includes an increase in funding for clean energy technology, investments and enterprises to over £400m over the next 3 years.

As part of the new domestic Environmental Transformation Fund, the Carbon Trust will receive £47.4m for new energy technologies like offshore wind, third generation solar PV power, marine energy and biomass heating. This funding will also be used to increase the Trust’s energy-saving loans scheme for small and medium sized enterprises by a further £12m to £62m since 2003.

Over the next 3 years the government will also provide around £10m for a new anaerobic digestion demonstration programme. Up to four commercial scale facilities will show its potential for creating renewable energy, reducing greenhouse gas emissions and avoiding waste being sent to landfill.

· In addition to the domestic ETF fund there is £800m to tackle environmental challenges in developing countries over the next 3 years; over £2bn for Sustainable waste infrastructure- via PFI credits; £2.15 bn for flood protection; and £3.9bn for the Rural Development Programme.

HSBC - £100m for renewables

HSBC has provided over £100m for up to 500MW of new public sector renewable energy projects over the next 5 years, via a funding deal with Partnership for Renewables (PfR), which was set up by the Carbon Trust in 2006, and is dedicated to installing renewable energy technology on public-sector land. HSBC’s environmental infrastructure funding arm has committed up to £18m for a 49% share in PfR. HSBC has also put up a £30m “revolving” loan to provide the construction capital to start projects up and then “recycle” the money as the projects come on stream, providing the firm with roughly £100m of equity. Hospitals, council buildings and universities could benefit. The 2008 budget called for all public sector buildings to be zero-carbon from 2018.

Green Heat 

The government has been consulting on how to get more renewable and low carbon heat- it wants to realise 25m tonnes of CO2 savings by 2020 through the development of sustainable, low-carbon heat supplies, and said high-efficiency combined heat and power (CHP) was the single measure offering the greatest potential to deliver cost-effective carbon savings, with almost 12m tonnes of CO2 savings possible by 2020. Absolutely, and even if it’s not 100% green, consultant Bill Orchard, has argued that piped heat from medium/large scaled CHP can be a cheaper option in £ and C saved terms than retrofitting insulation in flats. 

More on that controversial idea in Renew 175.

RO 2006-7 :OFGEM overview

OFGEM reports that the proportion of renewable energy to be supplied, set by the government for the 2006-07 obligation period, out of the total RO of 21.6TWh, was 6.7% of total electricity in England & Wales and Scotland and 2.6% in Northern Ireland. This proportion increases each year as set out in the Orders. Suppliers can meet their obligation by presenting Renewable Obligation Certificates (ROCs), which are earnt by generator for each MWh of eligible renewable electricity they produce; or by making buy-out payments, at a price set by the government, to cover any shortfall in the presentation of sufficient ROCs; or by a combination of both. OFGEM says that 32 suppliers had an obligation under the RO, 22 had an obligation under the ROS (the Scottish scheme), and seven had an obligation under the NIRO (Northern Ireland). 

For 2006-07, it says the total Renewables Obligation for electricity supplied to customers was 19,390,016 MWh in England and Wales, 2,022,791 MWh in Scotland and 216,869 MWh in Northern Ireland.

The buy-out price for the 2006-07 obligation period was £33.24. The amount of buy-out paid per ROC presented for the 2006-07 obligation period was £16.04. The buy-out paid per ROC was equal across all three obligations due to the single recycling mechanism. The percentage of suppliers’ obligations met by presenting ROCs decreased during the 2006-07 obligation period. This has resulted in an increase in the total buy-out funds redistributed to suppliers.

It says one reason the percentage of ROCs presented by suppliers fell was the reduction in the maximum percentage of co-fired ROCs that a supplier may present against its obligation. This number of ROCs was reduced from 25% of a supplier’s total obligation in 2005-06 to 10% in 2006-07. In 2005-06 suppliers presented 3,381,650 co-fired ROCs while only 1,746,069 co-fired ROCs were presented in 2006-07.

Banning Biofuels

The Conservatives have called for the Renewable Transport Fuel Obligation to be suspended following the spate of reports on the environmental impacts of biofuels.  Shadow Environment Secretary Peter Ainsworth said: ‘It is utter madness to impose quotas for the use of biofuels without ensuring that they can be obtained from sustainable sources. There is a real risk that the British taxpayer will be contributing to the destruction of the rainforest and rising world food prices in the name of the environment. This would be worse than counter-productive.’ 

The government had signalled a partial retreat by announcing a biofuels review, but the Tories said that the RTFO will be up and running before the review has concluded- its first stage is already in operation.

*RSPB, OXFAM and Sir David King all say the biofuels targets should be reviewed: more research on impacts was  needed.

Doubling nuclear

The Labour Government has given tacit backing to a substantial increase nuclear power to 30-35% of UK electricity in the longer term- well beyond the replacement of existing plants, which currently supply about 18% of UK electricity, with EDF-linked Areva increasingly being seen as a likely vendor (of an EPR), and a pact with France being proposed for nuclear promotion worldwide. Meanwhile, the government is selling off its 35% share in British Energy- to EDF? So then, with French EDF, along with German companies E.ON and RWE, already owning much of the system, most of the sector would be run by a foreign companies. Hutton nevertheless has been talking of 100,000 jobs being created if the nuclear expansion goes ahead. But presumably not in the UK.

PRASEG looks to the future 

The annual Conference of the Parliamentary Renewable and Sustainable Energy Group, held in London in May, looked at how the EU 20% by 2020 renewable energy target might be met, and in addition to all the usual electricity options like wind, it stressed the importance of heat suppliers- CHP in particular, large and small. Microgeneration still seemed popular, although perhaps not micro wind. There was some good lobbying for CSP and also for hydrogen, and plenty of calls for action rather than more studies. But the future still looks very uncertain. Nick Winser from National Grid outlined their projections- a business as usual scenario might lead to more reliance on coal, while gas would be at 45%, but it was also possible to have a scenario with coal cut to 9% of total energy, gas to 43% and renewables expanding to 35% by 2020- and perhaps 49% by 2030, with 22% coming from CCS.  But nuclear was then back up from 6% in 2020 to 22%.         

2.Windpower

Shell Exits

Shell has withdrawn its 33% stake in the consortium behind the £2bn flagship London Array 1GW offshore wind farm proposed for the Thames Estuary. However it claims that it is not backing out of renewables generally, although it said it was pursuing wind projects in the US rather than Britain due to the economies of scale and because planning permission was easier to obtain.

Shell say this was an investment assessment decision:  projected costs for the London Array had soared by 45%. The reaction however was strong and bitter. Friends of the Earth commented “We’re very disappointed that Shell, which touts itself as a progressive green company, is pulling out... and leaving a key clean energy project high and dry”.  

Greenpeace added “Unless it puts its money where its mouth is and invests seriously in clean energy then Shell will rightly be known as one of the biggest climate villains on the planet”. 

Caroline Lucas, Green MEP for the south-east of England,  said ‘Mere days after reporting first-quarter profits of £4bn, Shell has shown its true colours in what can only be described as a PR disaster for the company, and further proof that its media-friendly ‘greenspeak’ is both dishonest and irresponsible’.

Roger Gale, the Conservative MP for north Thanet, said: ‘This is clearly not helpful at a time when contracts for the project are due to be awarded. I cannot help feeling that having announced profits in excess of £3 bn it is a pity that Shell appears to be more interested in investing in the Far East in petroleum related facilities rather than putting money into UK renewables.’

Steve Webb, Liberal Democrat environment spokesman, said that Shell’s decision ‘blows a huge hole’ in the government’s rhetoric on renewable energy, while Environment minister Hilary Benn saw Shells decision as ‘very disappointing’.

Shell’s former partner, E.ON, also expressed its concerns about Shell’s actions, and indicated that the future of the project was in doubt. Paul Golby, the chief executive of E.ON UK said ‘I believe that at the very least, some delay to the project is now inevitable. While we remain committed to the scheme, Shell has introduced a new element of risk into the project which will need to be assessed.’
* Although Shell is no fan of nuclear, it could well be that  its assessment of the risk of the London Array project represents a wider market reflection of renewables in relation to the governments obvious commitment to nuclear. But the British Wind Energy Association, was more  hopeful ‘We expect to see a great deal of industry interest in taking over Shell’s share in the London Array’.

Other Offshore wind moves   

Despite Shell backing out of the 1GW London Array project (see above), offshore wind is sill moving ahead. 

 E.ON, has submitted a planning application to build a £700m 300 MW wind farm off the east Yorkshire coast, despite last minute opposition from the Ministry of Defence, who it seems are worried about potential impacts on military radar.  

Meanwhile Centrica is building its Lynn and Inner Dowsing 54 turbine wind farm about three miles off the coast of Skegness. It should be running fully by the end of the year. 

 In parallel, work has restarted on npower renewables’ 25 turbine Rhyl Flats Offshore Wind Farm, five miles off the north Wales coast at the eastern end of Constable Bank. 

And the Government has given permission for the 64 MW offshore wind farm (Gunfleet Sands II) planned for the Thames Estuary. This development by DONG Energy Ltd will lay a min. of 5 miles from the Essex coast at Frinton-on-Sea on the seaward side of the already consented, but not yet built, 90 MW Gunfleet Sands wind farm. Gunfleet Sands II will comprise a max. of 22 turbines, ‘enough to power up to 45,000 homes’ according to BERR.
One problem for the current offshore projects has been getting access to the large vessels needed for installing the turbines- and also for cable laying. That’s not an issue for on-land wind, which is still moving ahead reasonably well- despite continued local opposition in some sites- as at Lewis (see below).

 The Government has given permission for two new on land wind farms to be built:

* 85 Megawatt (MW) onshore wind farm planned at Keadby, North Lincolnshire. The development by Renewable Energy Systems Ltd  will have 39 turbines, producing DBERR says ‘enough  electricity to power up to 38,000 homes’. 

* 66 MW onshore wind farm planned at Thorne, S Yorkshire. The development by E.ON UK Renewables Ltd will have 22 turbines, said to be ‘enough to power up to 26,500 homes’. 

ScottishPower Renewables is planning a multi-million pound state-of-the-art Visitor and Learning Centre at Whitelee Windfarm which, when completed in 2009, will be the EU’s largest onshore windfarm- it’s 322 MW full power rated with 140 turbines.

We were also very pleased to see the 5 Westmill wind co-op 1.3 MW Siemens windturbines now in operation just outside Shrivenhan on the Oxfordshire-Wiltshire border. It can be done!

Urban wind also moving

Plans to build two 6kW wind turbines at a Tesco outlet in York have been given the go ahead green light by councillors. City council leaders have also given the go-ahead for an assessment of 4 possible sites for Oxford’s first wind turbines, including sites adjoining land near the BMW car factory at Cowley and at Sandford Brake, south of Greater Leys. And the proposed multi-MW wind turbine on the Olympic park in east London, known locally as ‘the Angel of Leyton’, will provide power to the local grid after the Olympics are over. Meanwhile, Ford’s UK diesel engine plant at Dagenham Essex, is installing a third Ecotricty1.8MW wind turbine.

Lewis wind farm blocked

The giant 181 turbine 650MW on-land wind farm proposed for the Isle of Lewis in the Outer Hebrides have been formally rejected, after Scottish ministers ruled the £500m scheme would have ‘significant adverse impacts’ on some local wildlife and the peatland environment- one study had suggested that disturbing the peat would release part of the 2bn tonnes of carbon that it stored. The rejection came despite baking for the project by the Western Isles council and the island’s main community trust.  But 11,000 objections had been received and many conservation and wildlife  groups, including the RSPB, had opposed it. 

The Scottish government said that the decision did not ‘alter in any way this government’s unwavering commitment to harness Scotland’s vast array of potentially cheap, renewable energy sources’. It had approved 13 wind schemes since last May, and was processing applications for a further 35 wind and hydro schemes, which, along with existing schemes,would generate enough to supply all Scotland’s homes.  

It clearly is a blow to lose Lewis, and that might give a fillip to other anti-wind campaigns- though equally you could say that it demonstrates that the planning system works: if a convincing case is made against projects then they can be halted.  But debates will no doubt rage as to whether this actually was a poorly conceived project, while the developers may yet submit proposals for a smaller project.  Meanwhile though RWE Innogy is collaborating with Wavegen on a wave power plant on Lewis- a 4MW pilot project at Siadar Bay. If their recent planning application is successful, the 18 month construction programme could begin in 2009.  

3. Marine Renewables 

Tidal power up 

The report from the Governments Renewables Advisory Board (RAB), may have said that progress on wave and tidal current power has been slower than hoped (see Renew 173), but progress is being made nevertheless, especially with tidal current turbines. 

With the pioneering 1.2MW SeaGen tidal current energy system installed in N. Ireland’s Strangford Lough, following its construction at Harland and Wolffs yards in Belfast, tidal energy developer Marine Current Turbines Ltd has announced a new round of investment totalling £4.8m. ESB International is the major contributor with an investment of £3m. In Renew 173, we mentioned the proposed 10 MW MCT npower renewables Seagen Wales project off Anglesey as a next step.. 

A bit further behind in the development path, Trident Energy’s pioneering wave project, is featured in the film on climate change, the 11th Hour, produced and narrated by DiCaprio. It’s in a section looking at different types of renewable energy. Trident plans to carry out a one-year test off the coast of Southwold, Suffolk, with the machine mounted on a platform above the sea, and with moving floats, driven by the waves producing power via a high-efficiency directly coupled linear generator.

See www.tridentenergy.co.uk. 

Rolls Royce, which has already invested £1.5m, has now taken a 23.5% equity stake in TGL, the Bristol based  company working on a deep-water free-stream tidal rotor system. It’s developing 500kW and 1MW demonstrators to assess viability of commercial tidal power arrays.

And Lunar Energy, which has plans for an 8MW project off the west coast of Britain, has signed a landmark £500m deal to create a 300 turbine tidal power field in the Wando Hoenggan waterway off the South Korean coast. A 1MW pilot plant should be in place by March 2009.

In addition, Dutch firm Tocardo Tidal Energy Ltd is to build turbines for a 10MW prototype tidal plant at Wick harbour. All being well, it will then install a chain of commercial units in Pentland firth.

Meanwhile, Pulse Tidal Ltd has got permission to test a 150kW double hydrofoil prototype in the Humber Estuary near Grimsby- off the South bank at Upper Burcom near Stallingborough. It’s an oscillating hyroplane system, with planes that rise and fall with the tidal flow, like EB’s earlier Stingray device, but more rapidly.  Designed for shallow water, with the generator unit above the water, it was  initially tested at Hull University. Ifithe Humber test is successful, it will be used to develop larger 1MW units which could be deployed in arrays each generating up to 100MW.  

Global Japanese trading and investment company Marubeni has joined a group of investors which has pledged a total of £0.58m to support  Pulse Tidal. Around £1.1m had already been provided for this project, including a grant under the government’s Technology Programme, and funds from the EU’s European Regional Development Fund delivered through the S. Yorkshire Objective 1 Programme. 

But of course nothing yet from the UK Marine Renewables Deployment Fund- since it has not yet cleared the necessary three months of successful operation that this requires. It’s not alone- no other tidal- or wave- project has yet been eligible, although, if all goes well, the MCT project might be.

Gloom from RAB

The RAB report tried to explain why it’s all so slow. It said that: 

*Some projects have been developed at scales other than full commercial scale or have developed only partial systems for open sea deployment; the MRDF entry criteria does not recognise this.

*There has been over optimism in the industry, and some developers have been burdened or distracted by outside factors such as permits and environmental assessments.

* BERR R&D projects have not delivered the extended continuous deployment of full-scale prototypes that their project plans promised. This is primarily because project costs have proven to be much higher than expected and timescales longer, leading to a reduction in resources available to complete the anticipated testing.

*The processes of allocating government grant funding to R&D projects is not always as flexible as it might need to be, particularly when unforeseen problems, delays or cost over- runs occur.   Really!?

The RAB commented ‘initial R&D is taking much longer than originally envisaged, is not delivering the technologies for the MRDF but, importantly, neither is it producing high quality research results on the current performance and costs of wave and tidal stream power. The published R&D results, including from a number of prototype marine renewable energy technologies, have not established with confidence the current cost of energy from wave and tidal stream power. Neither have they provided an understanding of their long-term commercial prospects nor identified a route to achieving the improvements needed for marine energy to make a material contribution to the UK’s energy needs.’

However it still felt able to say that ‘it has become apparent that, in common with other offshore renewables, the cost of wave power today is greater than when the MRDF was first devised in 2004’.  

It concluded ‘We are aware that our report might be seen as indicating that the long-term commercial prospects for wave and tidal stream are poorer than has been previously thought. That would not, in our view, be the correct interpretation.  As already pointed out above, with the data that exists today, it is simply not possible to give a definitive analysis of the long-term commercial prospects for these technologies.’

RAB does try to be upbeat about the future, saying that successful projects should be coming through soon, and pointing out that the UK was still seen as the leader in the field- with plenty of R&D funding available: see the chart above. To make that point stronger (perhaps!) and to explain the chart, they report that some rivals have given up.  They note that until 2001 Denmark had an active wave energy programme, which assessed 40 new wave power concepts. Nine were advanced to the next stage of more detailed design and testing.  But ‘following a change of Government in 2001 all renewable energy R&D funding was stopped, including the wave energy programme. Since then, there have been other new and renewable energy projects funded under the Danish Energy Authority’s Energy Research Programme (ERP) but so far none have been on marine renewable energy.’ They add that ‘in 2001 Japan’s Mighty Whale project came to an end and following a review of its results the Japanese government decided not to support further work on this project’.

So, after a slow start, and assuming things speed up, we now have a clear run of the field! Well, lets hope so, although the US is now getting into the area. But there is nothing wrong with a bit of competition- and there is plenty of sea!

Costs

RAB are clearly worried about the lack of price reductions and uncertainty over future costs. The Carbon Trusts argument has been that prices should fall as the technologies move down their learning curves. See the chart above.  You wouldn’t expect quick moves and it seems too early in the process to cry off. So perhaps RAB is unnecessarily gloomy... 

One of it’s main concerns actually seemed to be that the government funding schemes- the Marine Renewable Deployment Fund and the Renewables Obligation- might not be right. But it seems to have convinced itself that all will be well, given time. Let’s hope so.  Some say a REFIT system would have been wiser than the RO... see Renew 172.  

Tidal power-down 

The battle over the proposed giant 8.6GW Severn Tidal Barrage continues. The Royal Society for the Protection of Birds says it’s not ‘necessary for the UK to meet either its carbon emission reduction targets or electricity needs from renewable energy. We uphold the principle, fully endorsed in the SDC report, that climate change measures should not, and need not, override the protection of important biodiversity: more sustainable alternative measures, that do not harm the environment, are readily available.’ The RSPB has also opposed the recently proposed 1GW rated £2m barrage 11 miles across the Wash: see www.washbarrier.org.    

.

4. Policy debates 

UK Duck Targets? 

To meet the new ‘15% by 2020’ renewable energy targets proposed for the UK by the EU, ‘projects outside the EU should be considered’, according to Business Minister Lady Vadera, as reported in the Guardian 29/03/08. That actually is hardly a new idea- it’s what the EC suggested in the new EU energy plan as an option for all EU countries (see the Feature, Groups and Review sections in Renew 174)- EU countrys can import ‘GO’ certificates from outside the EU and can also make use of the Kyoto Joint Implementation scheme and the Clean Development Mechanism. But it certainly raised some hackles.  

Dale Vince from Ecotricity said ‘It makes a mockery of any attempts to address climate change. The idea that we can build wind farms or other renewable energy projects (abroad) and then offset them against the UK target is outrageous. If it were possible to build projects anywhere in the world where planning is lax, nothing would be done in the UK.’ 

John Sauven, director of Greenpeace, added: ‘This would allow a UK minister to lay the foundation stone of a power station in China and say it counts as our contribution to European renewable energy targets’.  

WWF said ‘Yet again Britain is found trying to evade its environmental responsibilities’. 

It could of course be argued that, as far as the planet is concerned, it doesn’t matter where the emissions avoidance is done, but it is also true that their are risks with an approach that allows EU countries to go slower on their national programmes. Lady Vadera also wants the EC to allow all EU countries to count carbon emissions avoided from coal-fired stations fitted with Carbon Capture equipment- it is reasonable for them to be counted against the carbon reduction targets, but surely not against the renewable targets.  

It will cost every household in the UK at least £2,000 to comply with the new EU target of getting 15% of UK energy from renewables by 2020, raising energy bills overall by about 5%, according to a report by energy consultancy Pöyry (ILEX as was), commissioned by the government. The UK will have to spend far more to meet the target than other EU countries, since it lags behind on renewables and is a heavy energy user: at least €5bn p.a. for more than a decade, compared with just over €3bn a year for France and Germany, and well under €500m for most other EU countries. 

NFUs green  priorities 

NFU chief renewable energy and climate change adviser Dr Jonathan Scurlock has set out the UK farming industry’s recommendations for action, and what it believes its future priorities should be. The Climate Change Task Force, a joint initiative between the NFU, the Country Landowners Association and the Agricultural Industries Confederation, produced a report which  underlines ‘the essential role played by agriculture in the fight against climate change, and the substantial economic, social and environmental benefits in taking action now to ensure agriculture remains economically and environmentally viable’. 

The National Farmers Union has been quite defensive recently about the prospects for biofuels, but this new report ‘Part of the Solution: Climate Change, Agriculture and Land Management’ offers some sensible positive priorities for agriculture and land management : 

* Directed research on the UK greenhouse gas inventory to include: breakdown of components and emission factors more representative of land use and management; soil carbon and N2O balance; reduced or zero tillage systems; and integrated models of whole farming systems 

* Delivery of best available practices for integrated nitrogen management to improve current nitrogen efficiency, with support from the fertiliser industry, agronomists, advisers and animal nutritionists 

* Raising awareness of energy and carbon accounting, and promoting energy efficiency and carbon management by farmers, land owners and foresters through financial incentives 

* Removing barriers to the uptake of anaerobic digestion to harness methane emissions from animal manures as a source of heat and power, through education, capital and revenue-based support, cost-effective electricity grid connections, and establishment of a digestive standard 

* Realising the wider potential for the land-based industries to supply renewable energy.

www.nfuonline.com/x24980.xml   More in Renew 175.

FIT for Micropower? 

The hint by Energy Minister Malcolm Wicks  that a Feed-In Tariff might be considered for microgeneration projects (see Renew 172) was welcomed by Alex Murley, small systems manager at the British Wind Energy Association ‘It is good that they recognise more support is needed. The current system is not working and a replacement is needed. We would support a FIT as the most effective means of delivering the scale of adoption required.’ 

Charlotte Webster from Solar Century agreed, noting growing EU evidence from that FITs deliver significant results. ‘If you look at the grant scheme it really is a short-term option. What a FIT gives you, and what our customers want, is long-term security that they will receive returns on their investment.’ 
That’s certainly true for micropower, and even more so for the large scale projects currently struggling under the RO- see right. However, Wicks seems unwilling to consider dumping the RO.

*Peter Ainsworth, the Tory environment spokesman, was quick to claim ‘a huge U-turn’ by Labour on FITs, adding  ‘I don’t mind if the Government pinches our policies because it indicates that we are leading the debate on ideas for dealing with climate change’.  However, although the Tories have talked of a FIT for micropower, and of dumping the RO, in place of the latter they want a competitive auction process.   

UK programme ‘in a mess’

According to the European Wind Energy Association, at the end of last year, the UK had 2,400 megawatts of wind plant installed, about 2% of total UK generation capacity, well behind Germany at 22,000 MW and Spain at 15,100MW. The UK is even further behind on PV solar power, with installed capacity of 16MW at peak times, compared with 3,800MW in Germany.

Writing in the Observer (24/2/08) Tim Web argued that the main reason was the UK governments focus on the competitive market-based renewables obligation  as the main way to get renewables like wind farms to move ahead, coupled with weak programmes of grant aid for projects like PV. He noted that ‘Last year, Westminster awarded grants to help meet the cost of installing solar photovoltaic systems to just 270 households, compared with the 130,000 fitted by the Germans. And even this paltry amount is drying up: last month no awards were granted after the government cut the overall funding pot last year.’

James Cameron, chair of specialist investment bank Climate Change Capital, told Web that the government’s blinkered approach to subsidies is a missed opportunity: ‘On solar, for example, I’ve had conversations with government people here saying “Japan and Germany have already done solar, they’re better at it than us and it’s expensive anyway, so we won’t concern ourselves with it”. I find these kinds of argument unacceptable when we have so much to contribute to design, implementation and application of the technology, and when there is so much growth left in the market.’

As well as giving bigger grants to developers, Web noted that European governments offer guaranteed fixed-price Feed-In Tariffs for renewable generators. ‘In Germany for example, some wind farms receive £110 per MWh, more than double the wholesale price of electricity and about a fifth more than wind farms currently earn in the UK.’  However, that doesn’t mean that the final price to consumers is always necessarily high compared to  what it is in the UK under the  the UK renewables obligation.

Under the RO scheme, developers are given targets and must amass sufficient ‘renewable obligation certificates’ (ROCs) to set against them. They can also sell any excess they get to companies which haven’t managed to get enough. But the value the  ROC’s value varies depending on how many certificates suppliers need: if there is a shortage in the market, the price is higher. Web notes ‘Under current prices, a wind farm may receive about £40 for each MWh it generates based on the wholesale price of electricity. On top of that it receives about another £45 for the Roc it can sell on. The problem with this system is that developers do not know how much a Roc will be worth from one year to the next because the value fluctuates according to supply and demand. While it is possible to estimate how much it will earn, it does not offer the same level of certainty that fixed feed-in tariffs do overseas.  As a result of the higher risk, it costs developers more to raise the money to build the wind farms- costs which are ultimately passed on to the consumer.’  According to Energy regulator Ofgem it has cost £1.7bn in its first five years, on average £7 per year per household. 

Worse still, at present, Web notes, all projects get the same- so onshore wind farms receive the same funding as more expensive offshore projects. He says the cost of building and operating onshore windfarms is £50/MW or lower and ‘since they can sell their green electricity for as much as £90/MWh, developers are making a tidy windfall’. The result is that we pay more than we need to, and also get less capacity.   The proposed modifications to the Renewables Obligation, with ‘bands’ for each technology, still gives on land wind projects 1ROC per MWH, so some will still get more than they need. Offshore wind projects will get 1.5 ROCs/Mwh, which may help more of them to get going, although Web notes that 2,500MW of offshore wind projects have received planning permission but not yet been built. ‘Many developers are concerned that their offshore projects are no longer economic. Costs have almost doubled in the past five years as a result of higher steel prices and a shortage of turbines and tugs to fix them to the seabed.’  He claims that the giant 1GW London Array development off the Kent and Essex coast, is ‘hanging in the balance’. (see section 2 above)
It’s even worse when it comes to newer options like wave energy. Web notes that, although marine projects are to be give 2ROCs/MWh, ‘research commissioned by the government suggests that the extra support for marine energy will not be enough to make a big difference. An Ernst & Young study recommended that marine energy- which currently does not operate commercially in Britain- would initially need three times as much support as onshore wind, the cheapest renewable. If marine energy received such backing, Ernst & Young projected that 1,000MW of capacity could be deployed. But when the government opted to grant only two, rather than three, ROCS for marine energy, Ernst & Young slashed its estimates about how much capacity would be installed by 90 per cent, to a paltry 100MW.’
By contrast Web notes that in Portugal and Spain, ‘wave farms receive more than twice as much for their electricity than cheaper wind farms- which is why Pelamis is about to be deployed in Portugal, not Scotland’.

CSP in Parliament  

In response to a very up beat presentation on Concentrating Solar Power (CSP) by Dr D Stote MP on Feb 28th, Energy Minister Malcolm Wicks,  commented  ‘The debate focuses on the key issue of how the UK could benefit from concentrated solar power. Unfortunately, we do not have sufficient sun resources for that technology in the UK. Therefore, for concentrated solar power to be of value here, it would be necessary to establish the HVDC transmission network that my hon. Friend proposed. I accept the argument that an HVDC network has the potential to deliver energy across long distances with minimal losses. However, building and maintaining an infrastructure of HVDC transmission lines and managing a network that feeds into national grids across Europe is an enormous and expensive task.’

He added ‘My officials have discussed CSP with international counterparts, and there is a general consensus that building the infrastructure would be costly. However, some of our European colleagues are engaged in developing that technology. For example, we believe that support for CSP in Germany is primarily for developing a manufacturing capability, rather than for applying the technology within national borders.’

So what about the UK? Well sadly all we got was the standard free market rhetoric ‘We believe that fair, open and well regulated markets are the best way for us to achieve the massive investment in the clean energy needed, and to create opportunities for the most efficient and cost-effective technologies and solutions to develop and succeed. Concentrated solar power could have a part to play along with other technologies.’

He concluded ‘I assure my hon. Friend that the Government will continue to follow developments in concentrated solar power and long-distance electricity transmission’. 
Nuclear v Renewables

The nuclear industry has weighed in against the level of support being given to renewables, with EDF arguing that ‘If you provide incentives for renewables... that will displace the incentives built into the carbon market. In effect, carbon gets cheaper. And if carbon gets cheaper, you depress the returns for all the other low-carbon technologies’- like nuclear power. 

The Guardian may have overstated it by suggesting that ‘nuclear power and renewables in Britain are mutually exclusive’, but there are obviously conflicts, both operational and financial.  Certainly, for many in the renewables community, the balance has gone far too much over to nuclear.  Philip Wolfe, Renewable Energy Association (REA) executive director, said: ‘There seems to be a mismatch in the sense of urgency the Government attaches to developing nuclear and renewables. The Government has an excessive concentration on electricity and an inadequate realisation that there needs to be a much more coherent energy policy. Heating and ventilation are often completely neglected in policy-making. Under the EU energy directive renewables will make up 15% of the total energy mix in the UK- twice as large as nuclear, which provides 7% at the moment.’

* The REA wants priority access to be given to renewables when being connected to the grid, powers to introduce feed-in tariffs to offer incentives for the use of renewables and a review of Ofgem to make sure it is working effectively. Wolfe says that, in addition to micropower and renewable heat including biomass CHP, ‘the technologies covered by the RO should be able to deliver at least 23.5% of electrical energy when you add the potential of biomass, landfill gas, eligible hydropower, wave and tidal stream energy. This suggests the 2020 quota should be raised from the 20% specified in the Energy White Paper to 25 to 30%.’

5. Regional policy 

Scotland’s max out

Scotland could produce ten times as much electricity from renewables as the country needs, First Minister Alex Salmond has claimed.  He wanted Scotland to become a “global advocate” for renewable energy and suggested there was so much potential in this sector, that the country could not only become self-sufficient but could also produce enough electricity for the whole of Britain. Addressing the National Geographic Society in Washington, he claimed: ‘In total, we have the potential to generate as much as 60GW from across the sector- ten times our peak electricity demand’.  

He said  that Scotland had ‘25% of Europe’s total tidal and off-shore wind resource, and 10% of its potential in wave power’ and noted that ‘the Pentland Firth, in particular, demonstrates the renewable wealth within Scotland’s grasp. Flowing between Caithness on Scotland’s north coast and the Orkney Isles, the Firth is home to some of the fastest tides on the planet- and thus, a huge potential for generating tidal energy. Taking environmental constraints into account, estimates suggest that as much as 40GW of power could be deployed from that one area alone- and that could be a major understatement.’

He reported the Scottish government was offering an innovation prize, the Saltire Prize, of £10m, for renewable marine energy. It was also ‘consulting on proposals to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 80% by 2050’ and had ‘set an ambitious and stretching target for Scotland to meet at least 31% of our electricity demand from renewables by 2011- and 50% by 2020’.

NFFO fund: Scotland wants its share -£98m

As noted before (see Renew 160), some of the left over money raised by the old fossil fuel levy and put in the old NFFO fund, which is overseen by OFGEM, has been taken over by the Treasury. That has raised some hackles- it really ought to be spent on renewables.  The latest episode in this sorry saga has been a battle to get access to the £98m that the Scottish Government now claims it is owed from this fund.  As the Scotsman (23/2/08) reported ‘Last year, SNP ministers vowed to ensure the cash was handed over to the Scottish Government to help increase wind and wave power. But the money is still being held by energy regulator Ofgem, denying the renewable industry massive investment.’ 

Wales gets £5m for Low Carbon centre

The Higher Education Funding Council For Wales has provided £5.1m to establish a Low Carbon Research Institute for Wales. The project is led by the Welsh School of Architecture, Cardiff University, in partnership with Bangor School of Chemistry, Cardiff School of Engineering, Glamorgan Sustainable Environment Research Centre and Swansea School of Engineering. The institute will build on energy research capacity and facilities around the existing areas of low carbon and energy expertise in Wales whilst looking to expand research activities into other energy-related areas. Prof. Phil Jones from the Welsh School of Architecture, told the Western Mail (10/4/08) ‘Wales now has the potential to exploit a range of low carbon energy production technologies, including wave power, wind power, solar power and biomass. We also have opportunities to reduce energy demand across all sectors, principally transport, industry and heating, and the cooling, ventilating and lighting of our buildings.’ 

The Welsh Assembly Government (WAG) has it seems declared that all new buildings in Wales must be zero carbon from 2011, which means they will have to be extremely energy efficient and use “green” energy from renewable sources. WAG also has aspirations to reduce carbon emissions throughout Wales by 3% p.a..  Building regulations will be devolved to Wales ‘so that targets can be met sooner than in the rest of the UK’ and the Low Carbon Research Institute will work with the Assembly and the construction industry to help achieve these aims.

Wind blocks in Wales 

Wales is in danger of being smothered ‘in a blanket of wind turbines’, according to Darren Millar AM, the Conservative’s Welsh assembly environment spokesman, who told delegates at the Welsh party’s conference in Llandudno that the Welsh assembly government had a ‘blind obsession’ with wind power. He said the Conservatives were not against wind energy, only large scale windfarms, but the current policy was leading to a ‘massive democratic deficit’. The views of local councillors and local communities were being disregarded. He said Wales’ landscape and tourism industry must not be ‘sacrificed on the altar of a minister’s obsession’.

However, in Scotland: 75% of the tourists surveyed for a study commissioned by the Scottish Executive of the ‘Economic Impacts of Wind Farms on Scottish Tourism’ felt wind farms had a positive or neutral effect on the landscape. 97% said they would have no impact on their decision to re-visit. www.scotland.gov.uk/News/ Releases/2008/03/12133622

N. Ireland gets £75m

Four New York pension funds have committed to investing £75m in Northern Ireland, including in the alternative energy, waste management, property development and conventional energy sectors. The funds involved are the New York City Employees Retirement System, the Teacher Retirement System, the City Police Pension Fund, and the City Fire Department Fund. Projects operating either exclusively in Northern Ireland or both parts of the island will receive upwards of 65% of the total. The remainder will be invested in “green” Northern American-based companies that specialise in renewable and clean energy.

6. EU Developments 

EU plan reactions

The European Commissions new Renewables Directive (see Features, Groups and Reviews in Renew 174 for details) produced a lot of reactions, mostly favourable. Some countries complained about the hard targets they were set (see Groups, Renew 173), but the UK government seemed reasonably sanguine about its 15% target- although it admitted it will be hard, and of course the EU plan is still up for discussion. 

However, there was relief from many that Feed-In Tariff systems would be safe, but some free market devotees regretted that the fact that the EC backed off from imposing a EU wide mandatory green certificate trading system- an idea backed by the UK government.

Wind Power Monthly (Feb 2008) noted that now ‘each country will choose its own mechanism for stimulating investment in renewables within a closed market. The Commission warns that this walled-garden approach will cost the consumer an extra EUR 1.8 bn.’  It added ‘Even without certificate trade, the Commission’s proposals are complex. The risk of the legislation unraveling when national governments attempt to transpose the grand ideas into workable laws is real. It appears that consumers could end up paying for the environmental benefit of wind power twice. The Commission needs to let us know if that is the intention of its legislation.’

However it warned that ‘the fight over green certificate trade in Europe is far from over yet’, and cited the EU view of energy commissioner Andris Piebalg that the development of wind and other renewables in Europe post 2020 will be driven solely by trade in carbon credits. ‘I believe that after 2020 the EU will not need a specific renewables directive at all. The long term certainty of carbon pricing is the main driver.’ He said the renewables directive was ‘a temporary measure designed to support deployment of new renewable technologies,’ but soon ‘the maturity of the  industry and the high price of carbon would ensure its further development’.

Others were less sure. The World Future Council was worried about how the  national renewable targets would be policed- although they were labelled as ‘legally binding’ the  compliance regime was in fact very weak, unlike the regime imposed for compliance with the national emission targets, which had serious penalties for defaulters. 

The Open Europe lobby group, no friend to command-and-control regulatory approaches, claimed that no amount of tinkering with the EU Emission Trading System would make it work effectively- instead what we needed was a carbon tax, and then a level playing field free market, with no subsidies at all, so companies could choose technologies in response. All very short term: it means renewables might not get chosen- since efficiency was cheaper in the short term. More in Renew 175, and www.europe-economics.com  

Biofuels The EC position on biofuels attracted negative reactions, buttressed by a study by Nature Conservancy published in Science, which claimed that it would take 17 years to repay the carbon debt incurred when sugar cane is grown in savanah in Brazil, 48 years for maize on set aside land and 840 years for palm oil if it displaced tropical rainforest. But the UK National Farmers Union insisted that biofuels grown in the UK offered carbon savings above 50%.

For more reactions to the EU plan see Groups in Renew 174.

 UK castigated for supporting nuclear

While there has been general support for the new EU energy plan for renewables (see left), there have been more negative reactions to the UK’s Nuclear White Paper. 

Andrew Warren from the UK Association for the Conservation of Energy, writing in the Daily Telegraph (5/02/08), quoted the then Labour government Industry Secretary, Patricia Hewitt, who had introduced the 2003 energy White Paper in the Commons by saying ‘It would have been foolish to announce that we would embark on a new generation of nuclear power stations. Because that would have guaranteed that we would not make the necessary investments in both energy efficiency and renewables. That is why we are not going to build a new generation of nuclear power stations.’  

Warren asked- what had changed? And basically he said it was a political rather than technical decision, and certainly not an economic decision, led by those who had always favoured big technologies like nuclear. That’s water under the bridge now, but the result is that the UK is being seen by some greens as a something of a bogey man. 

WISE, the World Information Service on Energy, devoted most of its Jan ‘Monitor’ issue to an analysis by Sergio Oceransky from the Nordic Folkecentre for Renewable Energy of the UK nuclear decision and its attempt to get a mandatory green power trading system imposed EU wide, which the WISE analysis saw as linked. It’s a bit of a conspiracy theory stretch, and the UK was not the only country keen on it, but you could argue  that the push on green certificate trading was seen as a way to kill off REFIT and hence renewables, making the EU ripe for nuclear expansion. Certainly it’s true that if renewables are slow to develop then nuclear stands more chance of being taken up.  Fortunately the EC decided to postpone the move to a single EU-wide green credit trading system- the opposition was just too strong, and REFIT is so clearly better. But the EC did propose a major revamp for the EU Emission Trading System.  According to WISE, that has problems- since for example, the UK now sees the ETS as the way to get nuclear funded.  Of course if carbon prices rise enough to make nuclear viable, then many of the renewables will also look good- if not better.  The WISE analysis does not claim that enthusiasm for nuclear is the sole driver of UK energy policy- equally they suggest there is fear about whether renewables are up to the job of meeting the EU’s new 20% by 2020 energy target, and, more importantly, there is concern over the cost of trying to do that.  Hence the talk, at one stage, of ducking the target, or getting it reduced. In the event, the UK was given 15%- still subject to negotiation.  Less than 20%, but still quite tough. And, with the green certificate trading plan also temporarily abandoned, you could say the UK had failed to carry the day!

The full WISE analysis may be seen as over blown, but parts of it ring true: the UK’s nuclear decision will have EU-wide and indeed global implications. If the Brits are going back to nuclear then clearly, others would say, it’s a good idea, so we will do it too. As for the wider issues, well in the UK, while the governments policies are not always seen as wonderful, it’s also often argued that the French and German Ulitites, who now own most of the UK electricity supply and distribution/retail system, are a problem, along with the UK based big Oil companies.  The vast profits made by these various energy companies in recent years have led to talk of another round of windfall taxation. That might be used to fund the rewiring of the UK that will be needed if decentral renewables are to develop fully.  The big energy companies clearly would like to avoid that- and in something of a pre-emptive action perhaps, E.ON recently warned that the EU’s regulatory approach was strangling the industry, limiting investment in new plants and improved grid links.

The WISE article ends up saying ‘what we need now, urgently, are intelligent policies based on the common good, rather than on the concentration of power and wealth in the hands of large energy corporations and the state’. And it calls for political mobilisation at the grass roots. Whoever said ideology was dead!  The full WISE analysis (in Nuclear Monitor issue 666) is at  www.antenna.nl/wise. For more on the nuclear debate see Groups.

EU Offshore Wind:  40 GW by 2020? 

The European Wind Energy Association’s policy recommendations for large-scale deployment of offshore wind in Europe by 2020, ‘Delivering  Offshore Wind’ suggest that, ‘in the medium term up to 2015, based on a number of market estimates and on projects currently being planned, 10-15 GW of installed capacity in Europe can be forecast. In this period, development will be mainly driven by the UK,  followed by Germany.’ 

It uses two scenarios to map out possible trends, a low ‘minimal efforts’ and high ‘policy impetus’ scenario, resulting in two cumulative installed capacities by 2020 of 20 GW and 40 GW respectively. It says that ‘If offshore wind energy grows at the same rate over the next 14 years as onshore wind energy has over the past 14 years in the EU, 50GW of offshore wind will be reached in 2020. However, lead times for planning, lack of physical infrastructure, long project development times and short-term supply chain bottlenecks make this unlikely by 2020.’

Given the UK’s recent commitment to getting 33GW installed by 2020, the EWEA’s  EU capacity estimates may need upward revision, but the problem with material and equipment supplies is a real one, so they may turn out to be right.  

Even so there’s a lot out there.  The EWEA claim that ‘A fully developed European offshore wind resource could deliver a capacity of several hundred GW to supply our future energy demands. Developing less than 5% of the North Sea surface area would enable offshore wind to supply roughly one-quarter of the EU’s current electricity needs.’  That would they say require ‘180 GW over a developed area totalling some 17,900 km2, which is approx. 3% of the total 575,000 km2 surface area of the North Sea’. 

For the moment however, the industry is only just getting established, and is based in only a few countries. The EWEA says that ‘No series production in offshore wind manufacturing and installation has yet been established, and the sector is still developing and utilising large specialised components rather than the standard components needed for reducing cost’.   

So where next? There are clear policy advantages in pushing for more offshore wind. The EWEA says that ‘Offshore wind power could significantly reduce fossil fuel imports. An estimated capacity of 40 GW would produce 140 TWh, representing 13 tones of oil equivalent of fossil fuels’. 

They note that ‘according to the European Commission, the 20% binding target by 2020 implies 35% of electricity from renewables compared to 15% in 2005. In its strategic energy review, the European Commission estimated that wind could contribute 12% of EU electricity by 2020. One-third of this will come from offshore installations. EWEA estimates that wind power both onshore and offshore could contribute to 11-14% (180 GW) of wind power in 2020 (depending on 2020 demand) from a level of 3% (50 GW) at the end of 2006.’  But the EWEA says that ‘the target cannot be met without large-scale offshore wind. Thirteen years is short notice. Strong policy measures must therefore be implemented rapidly.’  It suggests that it is vital to establish a European policy framework for offshore wind power. ‘To guarantee investor confidence, and develop offshore wind farms on a sufficient scale, this sector needs a stable political framework’.   

For more see: www.eow2007.info/uploads/media/ewea-offshore_report.pdf
Italy goes for offshore wind 

Dutch company Blue H Technologies BV has developed what it says is the first ever large scale prototype Submerged Deepwater Platform (SDP) for offshore wind turbines- see above- to be anchored in 108 meters waters at a distance of 10.6 nautical miles from the coast of Puglia in Southern Italy.

Using mono-piles or jackets or tripods limits potential offshore sites to areas less than 50 meters in depth. But Blue H has developed a new solution by adapting the concept of submerged tension-legged platforms developed by the oil industry for some of its off-shore rigs, and designed a platform large and stable enough to support a tower and a wind turbine. They say that this reduces significantly the overall weight of the structure, a large element in cost the component of offshore wind units- e.g., RE power’s 5MW units weigh approx 2,100 tons; Blue H expects its future deep sea wind energy units, at comparable installed capacity, to weigh less than 800 tons. They can also be assembled onshore and then towed out far offshore, at distances of 10 nautical miles or more and positioned in deep waters. That avoids the need for  crane ships and jack-up barges. And it’s easier to dismantle with no leftover elements.

Neal Bastick, CEO of Blue H commented ‘Blue H intends to demonstrate that deepwater offshore wind farms can be built economically and certainly at a cost which is extremely competitive to the shallow water wind farms of today’.  

In Jan. 2007 Blue H Skysaver obtained the final authorisations to install its large scale prototype in the water and has now applied for the required authorisations to build a 90MW Wind Energy Park in the same area, 20 km from the coast in waters 100-120 meters in depth. The project has a strong support of the Regional Government of Puglia and the local population.   See: www.bluehgroup.com 

Sources:  Future EnergyNews/Modern Power Systems.  

Germany imposes green heat targets  

From Jan 2009, all new homes built in Germany will be required to install renewable energy heating systems under a new Renewable Energies Heating Law.  The government is allocating 350m euros each year in grants for homeowners to install renewable energy systems such as solar panels, wood pellet stoves and boilers and heat pumps.

The new Erneubare-Energien-Warmegesetz  ruling means homeowners must use renewable sources to meet 14% of a household’s total energy consumption for heating and domestic hot water. Solar is expected to be the most popular options. Existing houses will also have to be remodeled to incorporate renewable-energy-based heating systems from 2010.  For old houses, 10% of the heating and domestic hot water energy needs will have to be provided by renewables. There will be fines of up to 500,000 euros for non compliance with the new law.

Heating buildings accounts for 40% of the total German energy consumption and at present renewables only supply about 6% of this. However the new legislation aims to increase it to 14% by 2020.      

Source: RenewableEnergyAccess. 

Germany continues to be leader in renewable energy and employment in the renewables sector in Germany has almost doubled since 2004, to 249,000 jobs.

But France is bidding to catch up. It aims to increase the renewable share of total energy consumption from 6.7% in 2004 to 20% by 2020, with wind rising from from 810 MW in 2006 to 25,000 MW and PV solar rising from 32.7 MW in 2006 to 3,000 MW by 2020. 5 million solar thermal units will also be installed and biomass use expanded further.
Norway- Carbon Neutral by 2030

Last year Norway set what it called the world’s most ambitious target for cutting greenhouse gas emissions- zero neutral by 2050- by reducing emissions at home and investing abroad in projects to earn Norway CO2 reduction credits.  But now, it’s Labour led coalition government has set a new date- carbon neutral by 2030. The plan includes offsetting its emissions by spending $553m p.a. to combat deforestation in developing countries, and it’s now thought that it is realistic to assume a net reduction of 15-17m tonnes of CO2 equivalents by 2020, including forests, compared to initial target of 13-16m tonnes. The government said it would spend  $12.91m more this year on research into renewables and carbon capture & storage, and funding for research would rise to at least $100m in 2010.

*Norway is the world’s fifth- biggest exporter of oil and Western Europe’s biggest exporter of natural gas, but gets almost all its own electricity from hydro stations.  Source: Reuters

Ireland to be unified

An ‘All-Island Grid Study’ commissioned jointly by the Irish Republic’s Dept. of Communications Energy and Natural Resources, and Northern Ireland’s Dept. of Enterprise, Trade and Investment, looks at the potential of renewables and the role of the electricity grid on a comprehensive ‘island of Ireland’ basis. Irish Energy Minister Eamon Ryan said, ‘This study shows that we can do more than reach our renewable energy targets- we can surpass them. Above and beyond our current target of 33% by 2020, the Grid Study tells us that it is feasible to generate 42% of our electricity from renewable sources by that date. This will be one of the highest levels of renewable electricity in the world. It will reduce our greenhouse gas emissions by 25% in comparison to a ‘business as usual’ scenario.’ But it will be costly: ‘Our electricity systems will require major investment to cater for wind, wave and other renewables. For the Republic alone, additional investment of over €650m will be necessary to reinforce over 600 km of the electricity transmission network. Corresponding investment required from private industry will be in the order of €9bn.’  But ‘this will bring significant savings on our imported fossil fuel bill and present Ireland with new employment and enterprise opportunities’.

Co-operation-  after SEM  

Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland have already set up a single electricity market (‘SEM’)- the first cross-border market of its kind in Europe. It’s claimed that efficiency, supply security and cost-effectiveness will be improved, as will prospects for renewables .

Ryan commented that with the Single Electricity Market   ‘we have seen that crucial projects can be delivered on time and to budget when agencies work together. This will require an ongoing effort from my Department, Eirgrid, CER, ESB Networks and SEI to deliver the infrastructural requirements identified in this report. In light of the SEM, we will continue our close co-operation with our northern counterparts as both governments work to fulfill their renewable energy ambitions for their respective systems.’

The report says that in an all-island system, with 1GW interconnection, it’s technically feasible to meet 42% of electricity demand from renewables- with an installed wind capacity of 6GW. But that will need 845km of transmission upgrades, costing just over  €1bn.

* It makes sense to integrate the two countries’ grid systems, and plan for the whole island, with a larger combined market making larger projects viable.  However some cynics have suggested that this might open the way for a nuclear plant in N Ireland- it is probably too small to support one on its own. Interestingly in this context, the new Nuclear White Paper outlines a programme for ‘England, Wales and Northern Ireland’, given that the Scottish Assembly has indicated it will not support nuclear. Mind you,  Northern Ireland is not too keen on nuclear and, like Scotland, the government in the Republic is very anti-nuclear. But things can change. It might even be that a N. Ireland nuclear plant could also supply Scotland at some point, via the new interconnector. Or are we getting paranoid? 

Wave energy support for Ireland 

Ireland has also launched a major ocean energy programme.  Energy Minister Eamon Ryan has pledged over €26m for the sector over the next three years. He said ‘The aim behind this R&D funding is to enable Ireland to win the race of developing a full-scale, commercially viable ocean energy device for generating electricity’.  It wants to have 75 MW of wave capacity by 2012 and 500 MW by 2020. In addition to the R&D support, there will be a guaranteed price for  wave energy- with a new feed-in tariff of €20/MWh.  ‘Ireland now has the most sophisticated state support system for ocean energy in the world,’ said Ryan. ‘The government is supporting start-up research through to the commercial production of electricity from the ocean. We then guarantee a price for this electricity that is one of the most competitive in the world.’  The plan will include €1m towards a National Ocean Energy facility at University College Cork, €2m to develop a grid-connected wave energy test site near Belmullet, Co. Mayo, €2m in grants under the Ocean Energy Prototype Fund to help developers to make their devices commercial, and €0.5m to establish an Ocean Energy Development Unit as part of Sustainable Energy Ireland (SEI).

*Ireland has also extended its  feed-in tariff scheme to give €140 /MWh for offshore wind projects, with 15 year contracts.

7. Green energy around the world 

Green CapitalVenture capital  investment in renewables  reached $3.4 bn in 2007- 50% up on 2006, says Green Tech Media Inc. Investment in solar was more than $1.05 bn,  while battery technology came to $434m, energy efficiency/smart grids $419m, biofuels $750m

Offshore wind boom

Offshore wind will see $16bn of capital expenditure in the next five years as 4.5 GW of new capacity is installed. With just over 1.1 GW of capacity currently installed, this represents significant market growth and leads to a capital expenditure of over $5.2bn p.a. by 2012, claim Douglas-Westwood in the latest edition of their World Offshore Wind Report.

Overall, the Global Wind Energy Council says that 20GW of new wind capacity, on and offshore,  came online in 2007, bringing the global total to over 94 GW. The EU led with 57GW

PV also Booms

The global market for solar PV grew by over 40% in 2007, with approx 2.3 GWp of newly installed capacity giving a total of 9 GW so far, and 7 GWp more could be added in 2010, says the European Photovoltaic Industry Association. They add that PV should be competitive with the electricity prices of utilities in Southern Europe by 2015. Germany still leads, with an extra 1.5-2 GWp expected by 2010. 

Next?   CPV Concentrating PV solar –could be  the next big thing? There is a  3MW  SolFocus/ISFOC project in Spain- see the Technology section of Renew 174

Meanwhile CSP is moving ahead. The  US company Solar Reserve is developing a  500MW  concentrated solar power system with a molten salt heat store

Shell to grow Algae for oil 

Shell and HR Biopetroleum are to build a pilot facility in Hawaii to grow marine algae and produce vegetable oil for conversion into biofuel. They say that Algae hold great promise because they grow very rapidly, are rich in vegetable oil and can be cultivated in ponds of seawater, minimising the use of fertile land and fresh water. Thick green algae can double their mass several times a day producing about 60 tons of oil/hectare, although sceptics have pointed out that other companies and government funded groups have tried and failed to use algae .

Shell and HR Biopetroleum have nevertheless formed a joint venture company, called Cellana, to develop this project, with Shell taking the majority share.  The demonstration facility is on the Kona coast at a site leased from the Natural Energy Laboratory of Hawaii Authority, which is near existing commercial algae enterprises, primarily serving the pharmaceutical & nutrition industries.  The facility will grow only non-modified, marine microalgae species in open-air ponds using proprietary technology. Algae strains used will be indigenous to Hawaii or approved by the Hawaii Dept. of Agriculture. Once the algae are harvested, the vegetable oil will be extracted. The facility’s small production volumes will be used for testing.

Over the long term, algae cultivation facilities also have the potential to absorb or ‘capture’ waste CO2 directly from industrial facilities such as power plants.  The Cellana demonstration will use bottled CO2 to explore this potential. ‘Algae have great potential as a sustainable feedstock for production of diesel-type fuels with a very small CO2 footprint,’ said Graeme Sweeney, Shell Executive Vice President Future Fuels & CO2.  ‘This demonstration will be an important test of the technology and, critically, of commercial viability’.
*Algae has been talked up recently as a new potential biomass energy source, but its not clear if sensible energy conversion efficiencies can be attained. This project may find out.

Rhode Island Wave 

The office of the governor of Rhode Island, USA, has signed a memorandum of understanding with leadingAustralian wave energy developer Oceanlinx for an initial  1.5MW unit located close to Block Island to the south of Rhode Island State, followed by a further 15 to 20MW facility off the mainland. Rhode Island, ‘The Ocean State’, is committed to generating 20% of its power from renewables by 2011.

PG&E- Finavera Wave plan

Pacific Gas and Electric Company has entered into a long-term, 2 MW commercial wave energy power purchasing agreement with Finavera Renewables Inc. for power from its proposed Humboldt County Offshore Wave Energy Power Plant 2.5 miles off the Northern California coast, which is expected to begin delivering power in 2012. 

Aloha wave 

Australia’s Oceanlinx Ltd, is to provide electricity to Maui Electric Company from Hawaii’s first wave energy project. The $20m 2.7 MW project will have 3 floating platforms 0.5-0.75 miles to the north of Pauwela

GE=Green Energy 

General Electric’s renewables investment to double to $6bn by 2010. GE believes that within two years alternative energy sources will account for almost 25% of its total investment in energy/water- up from 10% in 2006

Red Sea Hydro dam 

The Dec. issue of the International Journal of Global Environmental Issues reports on a plan to build a giant 150m high 100km wide  hydro dam across the mouth of the Red Sea,  between Yemen in the north and either Eritrea or Djibouti in the south. Sounds very invasive.

Let’s Connect 

Under the action plan signed last Dec, the EU says it will spend some Euro 3.2bn on infrastructure projects establishing electricity interconnections between EU countries and Algeria, Morocco, Turkey and Tunisia.  In a Declaration signed in Cyprus, Ministers also agreed on the eventual integration of other countries, such as Libya and sub-Saharan nations, into the Euro-Mediterranean energy market. They also agreed to work together to diversify energy sources and promote energy efficiency.  It’s all part of a six year plan to improve energy security, by harmonising energy legislation and policies and improve interconnections. All of which could help Concentrated Solar Power get going- with High Voltage  Direct Current  (HVDC) grid links to the EU.  Source: Modern Power Systems 

*  Modern Power Systems reports that China is to deploy HVDC for the world’s longest power supergrid- a 2000 km 6.4GW capacity link from Xiangjiaba hydro plant to Shanghai to be commissioned in 2011. In a $400m deal, ABB will supply Ultra HVDC equipment for the link, which will transmit power at 800 kV.  Transmission losses are expected to be less than 7%.  Meanwhile, with wind expansion globally causing  equipment shortages, Windpower Monthly has reported that China is coming to the rescue: ‘the first export of utility-scale Chinese wind turbines to the West has begun with the shipment of two initial machines to the USA, the first of at least 200 bound for America this year. The shipments herald a framework deal for the supply of 900 MW of wind turbines to North America by 2012.’

UAE’s Green City 

The United Arab Emirates is planing a multi-billion-dollar ‘green city’ in the desert. The zero-carbon, car free, zero waste city of up to 15,000 residents is being steered by Masdar, the initiative set up by the Abu Dhabi government to develop sustainable and clean energy. UK architects Fosters & Partners are the master planners. The first stage of construction should be finished in 2009 and the entire city completed in 2016.  Source: Reuters

8. Nuclear news

Back to the Nuclear Future

With a new nuclear programme now on the cards in the UK, and Gordon Brown confirming Huttons view that we should think in terms of more than just a replacement for existing plants, there are worries about shortages of uranium. The official position is that the spent fuel from new plants will not be reprocessed  (which will save money) but proposals have nevertheless emerged for new nuclear waste reprocessing and MOX plants at Sellafield to produce Mixed Plutonium and Uranium Oxide Fuel (MOX). 

The governments outgoing Chief Scientist Sir David King commented ‘We can bury our reactor waste or we can treat it and then use it as free fuel for life. It’s a no-brainer’.   This seems to be almost a replay of where we were thirty or more years ago, when the industry proposed THORP. That got built at a £1.8bn cost, but didn’t work too well, trying to reprocess UK and imported spent fuel, until it suffered a major internal leak and was shut down for repairs. The more recently built MOX plant that THORP was meant to supply with plutonium, has also had problems.  So now there is talk of new versions of both- or upgrading the existing ones, at a cost of £1bn each. The rationale is that then they could make use some of the 60,000 tonnes of high-level nuclear waste in store to produce MOX reactor fuel that it is claimed could then provide 60% of the UK’s electricity until 2060, with Fast Breeder Reactors linked to a new generation of MOX burning plants. 

The Nuclear Decommissioning Authority, which operates Sellafield, admits that this plan could have ‘downside’ economic costs, while green groups say it would create a ‘plutonium economy’ with large quantities of nuclear material being transported across the country. Why bother? Perhaps the real reason for this move is that it is now recognised that high grade uranium could become scarce/expensive, with supplies from Canadian and Australian mines drying up in the next 20 years. Reactors would then have no fuel. King commented ‘We have a massive reserve of high-grade plutonium and uranium in Sellafield’s nuclear waste’.

The official position is that THORP will be closed (if it ever reopens fully) by 2010, or soon after, and like the Energy White Paper last year, the new Nuclear White paper (see Reviews) said that there would be no reprocessing of fuel from any of the proposed new nuclear plants.  But that means the UK could not join GNEP, the Global Nuclear Energy Partnership being run by the USA- trading in fuel globally. The new White paper said that was long off, but maybe there’s a rethink? 

One excuse for a nuclear programme that is sometimes made is that it would get rid of some of the 100 tonnes or so of plutonium the UK now has in stock.  Most of this is from past reprocessing activities for UK and foreign fuel, but some is ex-weapons material. As a Royal Society report last Sept. noted, it constitutes a serious terrorist threat. Although as time goes on it will decay to be less useful for illicit weapons production, it’s still an attractive target.  Using it to make MOX is one way to make it less accessible, but at present, only it seems the Sizewell B PWR can use this fuel- so we’ve been trying to sell MOX overseas- notably to Japan.  

Trouble is, although less attractive than pure plutonium, MOX it still an attractive target for terrorists, so transporting it around the world is risky. It’s also much more expensive than fresh uranium fuel, so we have only managed to sell any as part of a reprocessing deal- we reprocess spent fuel if you take the resultant MOX back. The problems is reprocessing creates a lot of medium and low level wastes and the separation process is the industries main source of radiation exposure to workers and the public.  In addition, when you run a reactor, even if using MOX, you still generate yet more plutonium and also more wastes. So the cycle continues.  Other ideas include mixing the plutonium with thorium, which although non fissile, is more abundant in the world than uranium, and can be made fertile by the neutrons produced by plutonium fission- or indeed by bombardment with neutrons/protons from a particle accelerator.  In theory particle bombardment could also be used to convert some other radioactive materials into less dangerous forms, while releasing some energy.  However, it’s a complex and as yet untried process on any significant scale, which would have to be carried out repeatedly in stages, since only a small part of the target material would get converted each time, with reprocessing activities needed in between each stage, to separate out the various products. Messy, slow and expensive, and only likely to deal with a small part of the waste problem. 

‘Opinion is divided on whether the plutonium we have is a problem or an asset’, said Cambridge academic Bill Nuttall, an editor of a special edition of the magazine Progress In Nuclear Energy, which explores ‘a range of options ranging from fuels for today’s nuclear power plants and fuel for future reactor designs, right through to the possibilities for prompt disposal’. The latter might involve embedding it in a glassified/ceramic matrix. Most greens would prefer to leave spent fuel from reactors unprocessed and store it- then the plutonium is retained in the fiercely radioactive fuel rods, which no terrorist would be keen to handle.  Better still of course, to stop producing any spent fuel in the first place- by not running the reactors. But even then we would still have the left overs from the past to deal with...   £73bn’s worth.

For more see:www.oxfordresearchgroup.org.uk/publications/ briefing_papers/energyfactsheet4.php  

CoRWM digs in on waste

The UK government must commission a new study to find storage solutions for waste from new nuclear build, says the chair of the advisory Committee on Radioactive Waste Management. Its 2006 report just covered existing wastes- new waste opened up new longer-term issues which could take decades to resolve. 

Health risks

Research commissioned from the University of Mainz by the German Federal Office for Radiation Protection (BfS) has found that children under five who live within 5 km of a nuclear plant have twice the risk of suffering from the blood cancer leukaemia. They looked at data over 23 years, from 1980 to 2003, which gave them a large sample, some 6300 children. If there was no link to the plants, they calculated there should have been 17 leukaemia cases in children under 5 within 5 km. They found 37.

Though they couldn’t say whether radiation from the nuclear plants was the cause because there is no measurement of how much radiation each child was exposed to, the director of BfS, said ‘given the particularly high risk of nuclear radiation for children, and the inadequacy of data on the emissions of nuclear power plants, we must take the correlation between distance of residence and high risk of leukaemia very seriously’.

UK government radiation advisors COMARE have consistently said there is no link, although they admit there is a ‘non-random’ distribution to childhood leukaemias in the UK and the known cancer clusters around nuclear sites which can’t be explained on current biological models. A similar cancer cluster has been found around the French nuclear site at La Hague.    Source: Channel 4 web site  For more see: www.bmj.com/cgi/

content/extract/336/7634/13?etoc

* The new UK Nuclear White paper commented ‘Childhood cancer is also related to socio-economic factors and this does not seem to have been taken into account in the German study. The study also covers a relatively small sample in comparison to COMARE’s 11th report which contains 32,000 cases.’

Chinese AP1000

The State Nuclear Power Technology Company has started construction of China’s first third-generation nuclear plant. Expected to start up in 2013, it will be the first in the world to employ Westinghouse’s AP1000 technology. The 1100 MWe Sanmen  plant will be in east China’s Zhejiang Province. Three further AP1000 units are planned: two at Haiyang in Shandong Province, one at Sanmen. This is part of a wider plan to expand nuclear generating capacity to 40 GW by 2020. China currently has 11 units in operation, all using second-generation technology. Source: Modern Power Systems 

EPR down 

The 1.6GW European Pressurised Reactor  being built at Olkiluoto in Finland, meant to be running by 2009, is now about two years behind schedule and over £1bn over budget. And the French Nuclear Safety Authority has ordered EDF to halt work on the EPR at Flamanville due to irregularities in concrete quality. 

US N-aid 

The US Senate may have blocked the renewable RPS in the new Energy Bill, but the bill has loan guarantees ‘of up to $25 bn for new nuclear plants and $2 bn for a uranium enrichment plan’  (NY Times, 4/12/07).  And like Bush, McCain backs nuclear strongly.

Energy Costs  

Unsurprisingly perhaps, in an overview of generation costs by the Australian Uranium Association, nuclear comes out best-  but this assumes  low discount rates.  www.uic.com.au/nip08.htm
9. In the rest of Renew 174

Our Feature looks at the prospects for microgeneration, and includes a report on some field trials.  There is detailed coverage of the new EU   energy plan in our Features, Reviews and Groups sections. Our Technology section includes coverage of some new solar and marine renewable developments and the Claverton Energy Groups overview on energy options. Our Reviews include detailed coverage on the new UK Nulcear White paper, while our Editorial argues that we don’t need nuclear. 
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