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1. Big UK wind push 

Offshore Wind is powering ahead. So far, under Rounds 1 and 2 of the offshore wind programme, nearly 400 MW has been installed (see report later).  In addition planning consents have been granted for a further 3GW and the government had made clear it wanted this raised to 8GW. And now under Round 3, it wants to see further expansion. Last year John Hutton, the energy secretary, announced plans to open the whole of Britain’s continental shelf to offshore wind farm development, apart from areas vital for shipping and fishing, subject to the outcome of a Strategic Environmental Assessment. They are aiming at 25GW more, giving a total of 33GW by 2020. 

33GW is almost half of current total UK generating capacity, although given the lower load factors, it would only be about 25% of UK’s average electricity requirements. Hutton said  ‘if we could manage to achieve this, by 2020 enough electricity could be generated off our shores to power the equivalent of all of the UK’s homes’.  If that really happened then of course there would be less for microgeneration to do (see below) except supply heat!

The BWEA thought it was a bit ambitious, 20GW was more realistic, although Godfrey Boyle did propose something along similar lines (see Renew 170). But the key issues are funding (no mention of more from Hutton) and equipment- the wind boom globally has overwhelmed the capacity of the wind plant manufacturers and there are long delays. However Hutton was optimistic: ‘The UK is now the number one location for investment in offshore wind in the world and next year (i.e. now) we will overtake Denmark as the country with the most offshore wind capacity.’ Certainly it’s looking better. And ideas for very large machines are emerging: see below.

Offshore wind- UK a leader  

With a spate of new offshore wind farm consents having been announced, including the Walney project off Cumbria, with around 300 megawatts of capacity planned, and the huge 1000MW London Array (see Renew 171), Energy Minister Malcolm Wicks seemed to feel able to go on the offensive: ‘Our belief in renewables has been questioned recently by some but actions do speak louder than words. We are delivering on our promises to get projects such as Walney and the London Array through the system. The Energy Bill will allow us to increase the amount of backing schemes like this get from the Renewables Obligation. People should recognise that the UK, along with Denmark, is leading the world in the development of offshore wind power.’

At present the UK has nearly 400MW of offshore wind capacity operating. The most recent actual start up was Dong Energy’s 90 MW 25 turbine Burbo Bank wind farm 4 miles off Liverpool. And soon there should be more to come, on the way to 33GW total. Not bad!

* In addition to Denmark, Germany is also pushing offshore wind, and as Windpower Monthly noted last November, ‘with the possible exception of Britain, nowhere is more effort and money being poured into preparing the way for massive development of offshore wind plant, from permitting huge projects and getting cabling sorted out, to designing and building a generation of multi-megawatt turbines purpose-built for operation at sea’.  However, tragically, it has taken ‘six long years for the industry to get even this far’ which is odd since ‘the first of 19 projects granted building permits to date- representing a combined capacity in excess of 6 GW- received its go-ahead back in 2001’. For once the UK seems to be getting something almost right- although we too have a large backlog of projects awaiting approval- and finance! Windpower Monthly:  www.windpower-monthly.com/

9MW Aerogenerator

Windpower Ltd, has developed a novel V-shaped vertical axis wind turbine design, the Aerogenerator with support from Grimshaw Architects.  A 6kW scaled prototype is being tested at NaREC in Blyth. The artists impression above illustrates what it could look like full scale- a giant 9MW offshore device. Vertical axis turbines like this can cope with higher wind speeds and are more robust, with the generator mounted at the base rather than at the top of a tower- it’s all blades!

There are certainly now some very large standard horizontal -axis turbines, like GE’s 5MW machine, and Enercon’s new 6MW E126, destined for offshore use, but currently on test on-land in Germany. Next is Clipper’s 7.5MW ‘Britannia’ project, to be developed at NaREC (see Renew 171).

* ETI, the UK's new Energy Technologies Institute, and the Carbon Trust have launched a £40m initiative to cut the costs of offshore wind power and accelerate its deployment around the UK.

2. Zero Carbon Buildings 

Offsite Renewables not allowed

There’s been a debate over Merton Council’s ‘10% from renewables’ rule, and over whether green power could be imported from remote offsite renewable generators to meet it, and then over the governments new target of having all new build attain zero emissions by 2016.  Under pressure to clarify her Departments position, the Minister, Yvette Cooper, insisted that she strongly supported the Merton Rule but also indicated that long distance imports should not be eligible.  She wrote to the Guardian (7/12/07) saying ‘Councils need to continue to set Merton rules on the proportion of renewable energy supplied directly to developments from local sources. An offshore wind farm would not count.’   She added ‘We need councils to do far more to promote the use of decentralized renewable and low carbon energy, looking at community energy schemes like combined heat and power plants, as well as micro-generation’.  

In her letter on the rules, to Merton Council, she commented ‘we believe they should be sufficiently flexible to allow for offsite as well as on site renewables and councils should consider wider local low carbon opportunities. The emphasis should be on minimising carbon emission and maximizing the scope for innovation.’ The British Property Federation welcomed what it evidently saw as a relaxation of an otherwise too constraining rule- not all sites were suitable to deliver enough power from on-house wind, solar etc . But that still means they can’t make use of remote sources.  

In Dec. Cooper published the new Planning Policy Statement on Climate change, which adopts a ‘Merton plus’ approach.

Zero Carbon Buildings Offsite or on site renewables?

The new report from RAB, the Renewables Advisory Board (see below), argues that the contribution from “offsite” renewable energy generation to the delivery of zero carbon homes should be kept to a minimum i.e. they shouldn’t import power from remote renewable generators, but should do it themselves, using domestic-scale micro-generation (e.g. PV solar, micro wind, and micro-CHP).  

Micropower enthusiasts were clearly very pleased: there had been lobbying against the building trade, who, worried about the extra cost of having to install integrated renewables, were calling for imports to be allowed. Jeremy Leggett, (then) CEO of leading  PV installer Solar Century said ‘At last, here is a serious, independent piece of work which confirms what I and others in this industry have been saying for many years. The onsite renewable technologies are out there, they work, they’re practical, and they’re reliable. The sheer weight of evidence presented will surely encourage the Government that incorporating renewables on site is a completely viable option in delivering its zero carbon homes target. Surely now, we will hear no more about how remote “offsite” renewables such as wind farms might need to be included in the definition of zero carbon buildings. We really can go zero, and our ailing planet needs us to.’

Solar Century note that the Zero carbon standards will involve a high uptake for solar PV ‘because it requires no added space and can be integrated into the fabric of the building’. The report suggests that solar PV could be installed on 70% of new homes (i.e. 200,000 per year) from 2016 and over 2 million PV systems could be installed on new build housing by 2025. The report sees  micro wind as less attractive, but micro CHP is seen as playing a significant role. There’s talk of 20GW or more being installed. Micro-CHP was initially pushed by British Gas, maybe keen to eat into the electricity market, but it has now abandoned its Microgen project. Powergen is still developing its Whispergen, but some of the electricity utilities and generators may actually be less happy with on site micro power- since it could eat into the market for power from their grid-linked renewables like wind farms. If the new build housing market (and presumably also a growing part of the retrofitted existing housing sector) is lost to them, that might cut their market share, although it’s likely that demand for electricity from renewables from the rest of the economy will more than suffice.

Conflicting pathways However the On-Site/Offsite generation issue also raises wider concerns. One way to balance the variable power output from some large offsite renewables, like wind farms, is by storing some of the energy as heat in domestic boilers and by interactive management (re-phasing) of their energy demands. If the housing sector becomes, in effect, mostly autonomous with no, or few, imports, these interactive/balancing opportunities are reduced.  Individual houses can of course have smart plugs and heat stores, or, more efficiently, maybe there can be grouped heat stores at street/community level so enabling some local balancing.  This may make sense for solar heating, although large scale CSP buffs might not agree- they want us to import power from N Africa! But in most other cases, PV apart, in general there are still economies of scale- large wind turbines are very much more efficient that micro wind units, and medium scale community CHP is much more efficient that micro CHP. Indeed, a case can be made for city-wide CHP with large 600 kW power plants- as Orchard partners have argued recently in evidence to the Select Committee on the Environment.  But then the RAB report calls for biomass-fuelled CHP- which is a whole new game. So we may be entering uncharted territory- and it may not be just about banning electricity imports: we’ve heard rumbles from some eco-groups, keen to push full adoption of on-site renewables, about calling for a ban on gas links to new houses. So much for the longer term prospects for hydrogen!

Zero carbon homes  RAB see gap 

 A report from the Renewables Advisory Board (RAB), which advises Government on renewable energy issues, looks at the role of ‘on site’ energy generation, e.g. domestic scale renewables/micropower, in the delivery of the Government’s policy of ensuring that all new homes are zero carbon from 2016. Amongst it key findings is the conclusion that the electricity load created by appliances means that ‘renewables are essential to meet zero carbon standards even where homes are built to the highest levels of energy efficiency’. 

In theory this power could be supplied via the grid from larger renewable energy projects elsewhere, but this report, which was produced for RAB by Element Energy, focusses on self-generation on site. It argues that, though this approach may initially be more expensive, it will help build a market for the new micropower technologies, so that prices fall- a ‘technology forcing’ approach, helping them move down their learning curves.  However, as things stand, it will be a slow process. The report’s modelling suggests that the proposed timescale of the Government’s green homes policy, which is based on new low carbon regulations and planning rules, will create ‘very little demand for renewable energy until 2016’. But if the programme works, ‘from 2016 the market for onsite renewables rises dramatically and could be worth between £1.4 bn and £3 bn a year, with the base case estimating a market of £2.3 bn a year’. But RAB says there could be constraints, since the projected annual uptake of on-site generation ‘is greater than UK manufacturing capacity for all renewable energy technology, and greater than global manufacturing capacity for a number of the most cost effective technologies’. So a gap could open up. 

The report suggests that technologies that are likely to experience the highest levels of uptake are biomass combined heat and power (installed in around 120,000 dwellings by 2016) and solar photovoltaics (around 220,000 units by 2016). Micro wind doesn’t fare so well- only around 20,000 units by 2016. Solar heating is even smaller. All of this assumes a big jump from the very much lower levels in each case reached by 2013- in response to the requirement in the governments zero carbon housing plans to move to 100% zero emissions by 2016. By then, all new houses are expected to reach level 6, as set out in the Code for Sustainable Home.   RAB clearly feels that as things stand, this jump is likely to be too big. In particular it warns the adoption trends it outlines are ‘sensitive to the level at which government allows offsite generation’- there has been a lot of lobbying from the building industry for the latter on the grounds of costs. Instead it wants to ensure that the development of micropower is speeded up, with offsite  power inputs avoided. 

Matthew Spencer, RAB microgeneration working group  chair said: ‘The zero carbon policy is long-sighted and bold, and could produce big environmental benefits in existing and new homes if it is used to accelerate the development of decentralised energy services and technology. However the Government’s current timescale postpones much of the hard work until 2016, with little opportunity to learn or build capacity in the UK onsite renewables sector in the next eight years. If left unaddressed this could slow house building but we think there are options to overcome this supply gap. This includes using the planning system to require earlier uptake of renewable energy in larger housing developments.’

Speed it up

The report says the average cost of meeting zero carbon standards from on site renewables is expected to be ‘£6,000 per dwelling, with higher costs for small urban developments and the lowest costs for large rural developments’. However that all depends on how rapid the uptake is. The RAB report claims that if demand is not accelerated there will not be enough economic technology to meet the target of zero emissions by 2016.  It therefore argues for a change in the proposed policy ‘to create earlier stimulation for onsite renewable energy e.g., encouraging local authorities to use the planning system to require zero carbon standards in the largest housing developments in advance of 2016’. In addition it wants to see accelerated technological and commercial development of Biomass Combined Heat and Power (CHP) e.g. ‘making deployment of biomass CHP a priority of the Environmental Transformation Fund’. It also want to ‘minimise the use of remote offsite energy generation in meeting zero carbon standards e.g. by settting a tight cap on its use and a high ‘buy-out’ cost for any offsite generation fund’.

Clearly then they want the housing sector to deal with its energy problems directly and soon, and so they call for the use of imported power from remote off site generators to be limited, although they do say that there could be a role for local offsite power. This does seem to be how the government see it.  In Nov., Minister Yvette Cooper told Prospect magazine ‘We won’t allow offsetting with a wind turbine in Cornwall; we want to promote real energy innovation at the local level’, although that presumably could involve some local offsite generation. 

RAB acknowledge that their proposed approach involves a strategic trade off between on the one hand getting ‘technology forcing’ for mainstream grid linked renewables, and on the other hand, the technology forcing that would occur if the power came from on-site renewables.  But they come down on the side of the latter, since they say the former has the benefits on wider support under the Renewables Obligation (RO). 

Could forcing work?

RAB’s ‘technology forcing’ approach has some similarities with what was done in Germany, with its 100,000 PV roof programmes. But that was aided by the Renewable Energy Feed In-Tariff, which gives a clear incentive for generation using PV and other renewables: it means that self-generators  can earn extra by exporting any excess power. By contrast, RABs approach seems to be based mainly on the use of regulations and planning rules, although DBERR has been trying to ensure that domestic/small self- generators can earn reasonable amounts from any export via adjustments to the RO.  But it’s been an uphill struggle so far, not helped by the cut in grant levels for house-holders under the Low Carbon Building Programme. Whether RABs new proposals for using the regulations to force the pace even faster will work, much less be acceptable to the building industry, remains to be seen. 

It’s also unclear if it will be feasible to get most of the renewable energy needed just from on site generation- or whether that is actually a sensible idea.  The construction industry may just be trying to dodge extra costs, but it is reasonable to ask- what is wrong with importing power from remote wind farms, wave farms, tidal farms- if using those resources is more efficient and cost effective than say PV solar on houses? The RAB scenario is dominated by PV, the cost of which dominates the whole programme- PV installation costs, in new build, total around £820m p.a. by 2016, compared to only £520m p.a. for biomass CHP.  PV costs would of course fall if the market expanded on the scale planned, but it would still be expensive. The RAB report claims that solar heating is much less cost effective as a carbon abatement option and while it may play a role earlier on, it won’t be used that much for the level 6 projects. Presumably in part this is because solar heat only substitutes for gas heating, whereas PV and other micropower units are seen as replacing coal derived electricity- which is more carbon intense.  RAB also think that ground source heat pumps wont play much of a role at level 6, since they need electricity which, if it is to come from on site generation, will be constrained at that level. This sort of constraint seems rather counter-productive- is it so vital for houses to generate all their power? Is demand from other sectors going to be so great that all the remote large scale renewables must be reserved to meet it?

It’s a good general principle that they should generate as much as they can themselves, but since we also want to upgrade existing houses, a bit of flexibility is needed. RAB in fact mention a 50% cap on off-site imported power, which seems reasonable. 

For the RAB report see:   www.renewables-advisory-board.org.uk/ 

Merton Rule Battles

The Merton rule, requiring developers to get 10% of the energy used in new non-residential buildings from renewables, has been stoutly defended by a group of MPs led by Tory Michael Fallon who has tabled a Private members bill, co-sponsored by John Battle, one time Labour Energy Minister and backed by ex-environment ministers Michael Meacher (L), John Gummer (C) and Elliot Morley (L), plus Lib Dem Chris Huhne.

The Building industry says that this would be too expensive and has argued for allowing some imports from remote offsite renewables- and there were worries that the government might back down (see later report). The Merton rule only applies to non residential buildings but it’s been copied by150 or so other UK councils, and it’s seen as a crucial issue for how the new ‘Zero Carbon Homes’ programme unfolds. 

Merton rule supporters say that remote offsetting in this way is just ducking out of developers responsibilities- and will not help increase the total amount of renewables in place, since the remote wind farms etc. will happen anyway. It’s also been argued that the Merton approach will encourage developers to think about energy efficient buildings- in order to reduce the amount they have to spend on high-cost onsite renewables.  However, the RAB report’s analysis (p.6) of the need to resist imports of offsite renewables and to get on-site power for all new build by 2016, takes this argument to the next stage- in effect from 10% to 100%.  That may raise some eyebrows, since, even if prices (e.g. for PV) are forced down by this ruling, 100% may not be technically optimal or realistic in practice by 2016.  But that does not mean that the Merton Rule should not be defended- it’s a step in the right direction, and local councils ought to be allowed to set standards as they see fit, and even go faster. As  Fallon put it, his proposed Bill would enable local councils ‘to reach beyond the minimum standards set by the government. It encourages localism.’  

How far you can go like this is debatable.  But to some extent, the battle over Merton and RABs views misses the point- new build is only about 2% of housing stock each year. What matters more is the upgrading of existing houses- and even new houses.  

Green Building battles 
EU and UK legislation on planning regulations and building standards have already resulted in a 14% increase in build costs, a figure which could rise to more than 60%, if the new BRE Environmental Assessment Method (BREEAM) standards of excellence are met, according to Miller Developments, a division of Miller, the UK’s largest privately owned property development and construction company.  Phil Miller, Miller developments CEO, told the Sunday Telegraph (28/10/07): ‘There seem to be lots of authorities competing with each other to set higher targets without listening to the industry and finding out whether these targets are viable. European targets are now coming through in both planning and building regulations, but they are coming though in a very disorganised way.’

Miller based his calculations on a notional 50,000 sq. ft office building and found that just meeting current targets for on-site power generation would add 6% to build costs, and achieving 27% CO2 savings would add an extra 8%. The extra 14% would be needed to pay for technology like ground-source heating, high-performance glass and energy-efficient heating/cooling plants. If the new BREEAM guidelines are met, the costs could rise by 60%.  

There have been industry pressures to recind policies such as the Merton Rule which stipulates that new developments must generate 10% of their energy through on-site renewables. But in a letter to Merton Council the Minister Yvette Cooper said: ‘Let me assure you the Merton Rule will not be scrapped, despite reports to the contrary. The Merton Rule has acted as a real incentive to provide local renewable energy and cut carbon emissions’.  And answering a Parliamentary Question on Oct 24th, she said ‘The consultation draft of the planning policy statement(PPS): planning and climate change, sought views on the proposal that local planning authorities should ensure that a significant proportion of the energy supply of substantial new development is gained on-site and renewably and/or from a decentralised, renewable or low-carbon, energy supply. Of the 324 consultation responses received, 52% of respondents agreed with this approach and 6% disagreed. No non-governmental organisation disagreed with the approach.’ 

In Dec, the new Planning Policy Statement on Climate change emerged, calling on councils to boost the use of on-site renewable energy and local community energy schemes to help cut carbon emissions from new developments (details in Renew 173). However some still detect pressures to water down the targets. Andrew Warren, director of the Association for the Conservation of Energy, said that not only are minimum standards too low, but the Government is refusing to let local councils adopt higher standards because of their drive to build huge quantities of new homes. ‘You either get cheap, quick and dirty, or you go slower and get it right. At the moment the need for volume is taking precedence over energy efficiency.’

* Asked in the Commons last Oct. about the impact of energy standards on the energy performance of buildings, Minister Iain Wright said:‘Since April 2007 when the Code for Sustainable Homes was introduced in England, all Government-funded homes and homes built on land owned by English Partnerships will be built to Code level 3, which is a 25% improvement minimum energy efficiency standards set down in Part L of the Building Regulations. It is too early to say what proportion of private sector housing will be built to Code level 3. All new homes, whether built by the private or public sector, are required to meet the minimum energy efficiency standards set down in Part L of the Building Regulations. Following extensive consultation with the home building industry, environmental groups and other stakeholders, on 23 July 2007 the Government confirmed, in its Housing Green Paper, its intention to increase the energy efficiency standards of new homes above 2006 levels by 25 % in 2010, 44% in 2013 and for all new homes to be zero carbon by 2016.’

Micro wind doubts 

A report on ‘Micro-wind turbines in the urban environment’ by the Building Research Establishment (BRE) Trust suggests that in many urban areas they are unlikely to pay back either their carbon emissions or the home owner’s costs for installation and maintenance. It looks at both the carbon and financial payback times that can be expected from typical domestic micro-wind turbines in a range of representative locations in Manchester, Portsmouth and Wick, and compares the financial and carbon costs of manufacture, installation and maintenance with the likely carbon and cost savings made by the electricity generated during their useful life. It found that in windy locations such as the outskirts of Wick and parts of Portsmouth, micro-wind turbines can generate enough energy to pay back their carbon costs within a few months to a few years, but in large, less windy urban areas like Manchester they are very unlikely to ever pay back their carbon costs.   

A Micro turbine in a city like Manchester:150kWh p.a.- 2% of average energy use. In a windy location like Wick, it could be 3MWh p.a.- about 40% of energy use, with payback thus being under a year. BRE

· BRE says that even when optimally sited financial payback is unlikely for all but the most efficient, low maintenance, low price turbines. Performance is highly sensitive to relatively small changes in local wind conditions (standard performance calculations are usually based on wind speed databases, which don’t account for surface roughness and local effects), installation and maintenance regimes (including associated transport costs) and expected service life. The energy and therefore carbon embedded in manufacturing turbines varies dramatically- from 180 kg up to 1,444kg, similar to that produced per person for a return cross-Atlantic flight. Delivery, installation and maintenance can add 18-147kg of CO2. The report highlights the need for manufacturers to develop more efficient low maintenance designs.

FIT for micropower? 

Energy minister Malcolm Wicks says that in the proposed new consultation on how the meet the 15% by 2020 renewable energy target  "we will be looking afresh at microgeneration, and any proposals to boost microgeneration, including a feed-in tariff, are ones we are open to consider." But he insisted that this "is not at all challenging the mainstream renewables obligation" which he clearly  will not  abandon. "I think it is important for confidence, including investor confidence, that we don't, as it were, change policies halfway through. I am confident about the reforms we are making." The micro generation programme is in tatters with a 66% reduction in people seeking grants since they were reduced.  The Tories have proposed a Feed-In tariff to help- see later.
3 Nuclear Decision 

 ‘The security of our energy supply is best safeguarded by building a new generation of nuclear power stations.’ So said Gordon Brown last July, so we shouldn’t be surprised that the government decided that, yes, companies should consider nuclear.  Even so, it’s a little odd since it’s always been open to private sector investors to back a new nuclear programme. What the government now plans to offer is help to ease this, though it insist that no direct finance will be provided and the new Energy Bill included measures to ensure owners of new nuclear plants pay their share of decommissioning/waste costs. 

The Sustainable Development Commission said the nuclear decision was an ‘inadequate response to the legitimate concerns expressed by the general public over new nuclear power’.   

Tories on Nuclear   

‘Our policy is for investors to be able to go ahead but without subsidy. There should be a carbon regime, approval for reactor design and for their location and a clear regime for handling the waste,’ Shadow energy spokesman Alan Duncan told the FT (10/1/08).  He added: ‘We have been making it very clear that any enthusiasm for nuclear power should not be allowed to detract from doing everything possible from renewables’. Until recently the Conservative position was that nuclear power was the ‘last resort’- a phrase used in its interim energy review.

Moving on the offensive, Tory leader David Cameron  accused the government of being ‘irresponsible’ in its approach to nuclear, since the problems of nuclear waste haven’t been dealt with.  He wanted a level playing field- so it should not be subsidised by the taxpayer or receive special favours..

The 'stop press'  item below was included with Renew 171, but not  with Renew On Line 71. 

New Labour-New Nuclear 

‘The idea that Britain can meet its growing power needs through renewable energy and greater efficiency is nonsense’. So said Secretary of State John Hutton, as quoted in the Sunday Times 6 Jan. 

So perhaps it’s not surprising that three days later the Cabinet unanimously backed a new nuclear programme, and on 10th January the government published a White Paper which said ‘The Government believes it is in the public interest that new nuclear power stations should have a role to play in this country’s future energy mix alongside other low-carbon sources; that it would be in the public interest to allow energy companies the option of investing in new nuclear power stations; and that the Government should take active steps to open up the way to the construction of new nuclear power stations. It will be for energy companies to fund, develop and build new nuclear power stations in the UK, including meeting the full costs of decommissioning and their full share of waste management costs.’ 

In the White Paper, the government claims that nuclear power is: 

· Low-carbon- helping to minimise damaging climate change 

· * Affordable- nuclear is currently one of the cheapest low-carbon electricity generation technologies, so could help us deliver our goals cost effectively 

· * Dependable- a proven technology with modern reactors capable of producing electricity reliably 

· * Safe- backed up by a highly effective regulatory framework 

· * Capable of increasing diversity and reducing our dependence on any one technology or country for our energy or fuel supplies. 

· And it says that it will deal with the specific concerns raised in the consultation by ensuring that there: 

· * is a clear strategy and process for medium and long-term waste management, with confidence that progress will be made 

· * are new legislative provisions setting out a funding mechanism that requires operators of new nuclear power stations to make sufficient and secure financial provision to cover their full costs of decommissioning and their full share of costs of waste management 

· * is a further strengthening of the resources of the Nuclear Installations Inspectorate (NII) to enable it to meet a growing workload. These steps will include the Government taking forward regulatory processes and other steps: 

· * undertaking a Strategic Siting Assessment and Strategic Environmental Assessment * meeting the requirements of European law that new nuclear practices should be required to demonstrate that their benefits outweigh any health detriments 

· * ensuring that the regulators and particularly the NII are adequately equipped to review new build proposals through a process of Generic Design Assessment 

· * bringing forward legislation to ensure that the framework for funding decommissioning and waste management liabilities is clear and properly ensures that each nuclear operator meets its costs 

· * making use of the provisions of the Planning Bill to ensure that nuclear development projects are treated like other critical infrastructure projects and are dealt with effectively through the use of a National Policy Statement 

· * working to strengthen the EU Emissions Trading Scheme so that investors have confidence in a continuing carbon market when making decisions. 

· Overall it says the government believes that: ‘our energy strategy should be based on diversity and flexibility in the energy mix and has accordingly developed policies which keep open the widest possible range of low-carbon generating options. These options would include renewables and the use of gas and coal with CCS, as well as nuclear. Unnecessarily ruling out one of these options would, in our view, increase the risk that we would be unable to meet our climate change and energy security objectives.’

Reactions and critiques 

The governments analysis has not gone unchallenged. The Conservative Party seems to have moved to a position of guarded support for nuclear, as long as it was not subsidised, but most environmental groups remain strongly opposed.. Even before it emerged, the Nuclear Consultation Working Group convened by Dr Paul Dorfman at Warwick University, produced a critical review of the governments (second) consultation exercise. The group of eminent academics concluded that ‘the key assumptions underpinning the government’s approach to the nuclear consultation remain open to critical analysis. We are profoundly concerned that these assumptions have framed the questions asked by the government during the nuclear energy consultation, and were designed to provide particular and limited answers - and those answers risk locking in UK energy futures to an inflexible and vulnerable pathway that will prove unsustainable.’ 

It claimed that significant ‘what if’ issues- such as uncertainty about nuclear fuel supply and manufacture, vulnerability to attack, radiation waste, radiation risk and health effects, reactor decommissioning, reactor design and siting, costs of electricity-generating technologies, energy distribution models, true renewable and energy efficiency modeling- have not been resolved. And it called for a much more comprehensive consultation. For the full report see: www.nuclearconsult.com 

There were also even stronger claims: ‘I have heard two of Tony Blair’s senior colleagues confirm that the DTI has long suppressed renewables to make space for nuclear. The slow-motion UK treatment of renewables during the last five years, while renewables markets abroad have grown explosively, now makes a sickening kind of sense.’ So said Jeremy Leggett, one time member of the governments Renewable Advisory Board, in the Guardian Jan 3rd. 

However, while opposition will no doubt continue, basically now we are now stuck with the governments insistence that nuclear can play an important role in meeting energy security and climate policy goals, and that ‘not having nuclear as an option would increase the costs of delivering these goals’- along with Gordon Browns conviction in the preface to the White Paper: ‘More than ever before, nuclear power has a key role to play as part of the UK’s energy mix’. 

Leaving aside the specifically nuclear issues, perhaps the main strategic issue is how to avoid collateral impacts on renewables. The White paper says that the government ‘considered whether it is necessary to take additional steps to promote investment in renewables, alongside nuclear. We have concluded that our plans to extend the Renewables Obligation level to 20%, subject to deployment, and to target additional support to help bring emerging technologies such as offshore wind and marine to market quicker, will adequately address this concern. We will also bring forward further measures in the light of the EU’s 20% renewables target for 2020.’ 

Whether that will be sufficient to avoid nuclear crowding-out renewables remains to be seen. 

For a useful critical overview of the issues see: www.e3g.org

4. Energy Policy developments

EU Renewables Directive 
UK gets off lightly 

The legally binding target proposed by the EU for the UK as its contribution to helping the EU as a whole to get 20% of its energy from renewables by 2020, has been set at 15%. Most other countries didn’t get off so lightly: Portugal’s target was 31%, Denmark’s 30%, France got 23%, Spain 20%, Germany 18%, Greece 18%, Italy 17%, and Ireland 16%. The big hitters were Austria at 34%, Finland at 38%, Sweden 49%- and Latvia at 42%. Some other ex-Soviet countries also had highish targets: Slovenia 25%, Estonia 25%. Lithuania 23%, and Romania 24%. 

Countries who can’t meet their targets can buy in green energy credits from those with excess, under a new voluntary ‘guarantee of origin’ system, and they can ‘burden share’ with projects both in and outside of the EU Emission Trading System. They can also top up with credits from outside the EU. These proposals will now be debated- and finalised by early next year. There’s plenty to discuss- e.g. REFIT seems safe, but what are the sanctions if the targets aren’t met?  More in Renew 173.

* DBERR’s John Hutton is chairing an enhanced Renewable Advisory Board with a wider remit to advise the Government on how to meet the UK’s target under this new EU Directive. 15% is still very challenging- we are at about 2% at present.

Scotland splashes out

Scotland’s first SNP Budget & Spending Review included a commitment to create a new Sustainable Development and Climate Change fund of over £30m and to treble support for the Scottish Community & Householder Renewables Initiative to £13.5m each year.

There is also to be an annual £2m prize to encourage innovation in renewable generation, and a £10m Horizon Prize ‘to attract the cream of the world’s scientists to put Scotland firmly on the international map as a leading centre for renewable energy  solutions’.  20% of Scottish electricity demand is now met by renewables and the Spending Review set a target of getting to 31% by 2011. Ministers have also set a target of getting 50% of electricity from renewables by 2020, up from the previous aim of having 40% by 2020. But not all is full ahead: maybe wisely they have decided against the giant Lewis wind farm..

Energy Bill 

The new Energy Bill, mentioned in the Queens Speech last Nov., and launched in parallel with the Nuclear White Paper, tidies up various elements of UK energy policy in line with the last years Energy White Paper. Some of it sounds fine. It aims to ‘provide greater incentives for renewable energy generation’ and to ‘strengthen the Renewables Obligation to drive greater and more rapid deployment of renewables in the UK’. That includes the proposed RO technology banding arrangements.  Maybe neutral  are the proposals ‘to make it easier for private firms to invest in offshore gas supply infrastructure’ and to ‘strengthen the market framework to help ensure secure and affordable energy supplies and encourage a diverse, secure supply of electricity’, assuming that is you like market mechanisms. In addition it  introduces ‘a regulatory framework to enable private sector investment in carbon capture and storage (CCS) projects’. And finally there are measures ‘to ensure owners of new nuclear power stations pay their share of decommissioning and waste costs’.

Planning Reform Bill 

The new Planning Reform Bill proposes an Independent Infrastructure Planning Commission to oversee major projects and speed up the planning process. The draft of the Bill attracted plenty of objections to what was seen as a dangerous centralisation, and in response, the new version seems likely to stress the role of consultation. The government says that the Bill ‘intends to produce more timely and predictable decisions on infrastructure projects which are important for economic growth, energy security, climate change and other key issues.  More decisions will be devolved to local authorities, and there will be a more efficient appeals process.’ It addition ‘It will require developers of major projects to consult affected people and communities before submitting planning applications’

Reactions to that were still pretty negative. e.g., the Green Party said that ‘The current proposals for a separate planning system for major infrastructure projects mean undermining democracy in favour of an increasingly centralised and authoritarian government’.

PRASEG told ‘no to Green Certificates, yes to REFIT’ 

One of the main architects of Germany’s renewables policy, Hans-Josef Fell, recently met with UK MPs to shore up support for EU renewable targets and the REFIT system and to resist the EC’s plans, evidently backed by the UK government, for a shift to Mandatory Trading of green energy certificates (see Renew 171). At a meeting in the Commons, Fell told the all party Parliamentary Renewables and Sustainable Energy Group that ‘The discussion in the EU Commission to promote renewables in the EU with a certificate system called ‘mandatory trade’ could in fact hinder the growth of renewables, instead of increasing them. The example of unsuccessful political framework in some countries shows this clearly.’ And he added ‘instead of trying to lobby for support from France and Poland for its latest EU proposals, the UK could rule the waves again by unleashing its abundant tidal wave and offshore wind energy potential’.

In the event, the EC came up with proposals for a voluntary system for trading excess ‘Guarantees of Origin’ certificates, which could be less harmful. The debate continues.

Meanwhile see: www.renewableenergyaccess.com/rea/news/businessre/story?id=50605 

Action in the Cities 

Bristol, Leeds and Manchester are developing action plans to cut their CO2 emissions. Under a new Low Carbon Cities Programme, the Carbon Trust & the Energy Saving Trust will work to develop individual city-wide action plans to achieve low carbon economies which are both prosperous & sustainable. New measures & initiatives will be introduced and could include renewable energy and trigeneration (creating power, heat and cooling from a single source) along with energy saving measures such as insulation and promoting cycling to work. £250,000 from Defra will also benefit the other members of the Core Cities Group, Sheffield, Birmingham, Liverpool, Newcastle, and Nottingham, by producing audits of emissions and identifying cost effective carbon saving options. 

* Over 50 applications to be eco-towns- the first newtowns for nearly half a century- have been received from across the country. DEFRA says that all homes will be built to higher environmental standards, and to zero carbon from 2016, with a million zero carbon homes in the  decade after. The Prime Minister announced a coalition of 170 organisations- homebuilders, councils, planners and green groups- who have now signed up to this goal. 78 extra Local Authorities, the majority of which are in the three Northern regions, have also now applied to become new growth points in response to the Housing Green Paper, with the potential to deliver 450,000 extra homes. 

Meanwhile Bristol has become one of the latest ‘Transition Towns’. See:  http://transitionbristol.org/

Energy Conservation
Asked on 29th Oct about supporting local campaigns to save electricity as part of its strategy on tackling climate change, a DEFRA Minister noted that: ‘The Government are working at a regional and community level through the Climate Change Communications Initiative which has provided £8.5m to 83 local projects to help raise awareness of climate change, encourage positive attitudes and provide advice on action to help tackle it. My department also funds the Energy Saving Trust. The ESTs Community Partnerships programme works with and provides advice & support to local bodies, to help them deliver energy efficiency to their communities. The Community Energy Efficiency Fund (CEEF), which is funded by my department, aims to ensure 300,000 of the most vulnerable pensioner and other vulnerable households are assisted using an area based approach. In Sept. 2007, 50 projects totalling £6.3m were offered funding by CEEF, including a range of new and established projects, each bringing together key players at the local level to improve the effectiveness of Warm Front and Energy Efficiency Commitment.’

Life cycle emissions from Biofuels 

A parliamentary question in Oct last year on greenhouse gas emissions from biofuels, elicited the response that ‘carbon savings can vary widely, depending on how much fossil energy is used in cultivation, harvesting, processing and transportation. For example, the Government-sponsored Low Carbon Vehicle Partnership has calculated that the carbon savings for UK wheat-based ethanol compared to petrol can vary from 7 % to 77%. For this reason, the forthcoming renewable transport fuel obligation (RTFO) will require companies to measure and report on how much carbon their fuel has saved over the entire lifecycle from grain to tank. From 2010, when experience with carbon measurement and reporting has been established, the Government have announced their intention that the RTFO will reward fuels according to their carbon savings.’
Marine Bill

DEFRA say that the proposals for environmental protection in the draft Marine Planning Bill got widespread support, and there is certainly support for more to be done. The Commons Science and Technology Select Committee said funding for marine science and technology had fallen in real terms in the last decade and insisted that the oceans must be ‘explored, monitored, studied and understood more thoroughly than has been the case up to now’ because of their importance to climate, biodiversity, renewable energy resources, food supply and other services. The committee called for the creation of a new marine agency to co-ordinate marine science and ocean monitoring. A new draft of the Bill is due.

· It’s odd that the UK, as an Island nation, with a long maritime history, and now a huge offshore engineering industry as well as a growing offshore wind, wave and tidal industry, doesn’t have a Minister responsible for offshore industry & environment.  

Marine renewables 'slow', says RAB

The Renewables Advisory Board has produced a grim report on wave and tidal current power-  progress is slower than expected, with as yet no projects able to avail themselves of grants from the governments £42m fund for wave and tidal current projects. Evidently the funding scheme is fine, it's the technologies that aren't yet up to it! . More in Renew 173

80% CO2 cut OK….

The UK can cut its CO2 emissions by 80% by 2050 without much economic damage, according to a  report by the Institute for Public Policy Research, WWF and the RSPB.   It would cut GDP growth by 2-3% but the economy would still triple in size- though 2 years later than it would otherwise.

… UK Climate doubts

A study led by Dietr Helm at Oxford University claims that UK emissions, with air travel, shipping and imports included,  have acually increased by 19% since 1990, not reduced by 15% as claimed.

www.dieterhelm.co.uk/publications/Carbon_record_2007.pdf
OFGEM good

Energy regulator Ofgem’s second annual Sustainable Development Report, says it was making good progress encouraging the sustainable energy industry, and its chair said it  ‘could make a significant contribution to the government’s objectives on sustainability with our current remit and within the framework of competitive energy markets and independent regulation’.  Earlier, the Sustainable Development Commission had called for major remit changes. 

All’s well..
DBERR’s new ‘Energy Markets Outlook’ is worth a look: though it adopts a fairly complacent view of short-term fossil fuel constraints (no mention of peak oil), it’s pretty optimistic about the long term prospects for renewables. But its blind spot  on the oil issue is odd:  DBERR says UK energy security is fine for now: www.berr.gov.uk/files/file42002.pdf
But is it? See: www.davidstrahan.com/blog/?p=65
5. Tory Green Energy Promises 

 ‘By 2020, 1 million homes & businesses could be producing 2GW of electricity’.         Oliver Letwin

The Conservative Party’s new policy on energy has been outlined in their report ‘Power to the People’. It’s essentially a charter for decentralised power, focussed on microgeneration, using a FIT system to promote it. It says they will:

* Change the architecture of Britain’s electricity supply, so decentralised energy can play a major part in satisfying our needs and enable every small business, local school, hospital and household in the country to generate electricity through micro-generation.  Ensure smart meters, which measure electricity flowing out as well as into a premises, are available free of charge to anyone installing micro-generating capacity.

*Introduce a system of feed-in tariffs, so that a fixed price is paid for all electricity produced from decentralised, low carbon sources- such as wind power, photovoltaic, combined heat and power, biomass, waste and micro-hydro. Allow any individual or organisation using an accredited professional to install a certified low carbon generating appliance of below 250kW to be eligible to receive these feed-in tariffs. Empower the Secretary of State to set feed-in tariffs for each form of micro-generation, which will be added as credits onto the bill of every micro-generating producer according to the amount of electricity they produce. 

* Create a Decentralised Energy Fund, so that the electricity supplier’s net cost in paying the tariff will be met by Government. Fund the scheme in the first few years through the abolition of existing grant schemes for micro-generation, with costs over the long term met by the revenues received from the auction of permits for the Emissions Trading Scheme. Work with the financial sector to develop long-term fixed-rate lending schemes so that the purchase of micro-generating capacity becomes easily affordable. 

*Adjust the planning system to make the installation of micro generating equipment simpler and quicker, and oblige the regulator, Ofgem, to reduce carbon emissions through the encouragement of decentral energy.

TECHNOLOGY   Their emphasis is on micropower but they define that as anything up to 250kW. That’s a lot bigger than any domestic unit (2-5 kW)- it’s up to ‘municipal power’ level.  So its not surprising that the report can say that ‘CHP is efficient only if the generator is decentralised and positioned close to the point where the heat is being used, since much of the heat would otherwise be lost in transmission across long distances’, but not admit that domestic scale CHP is much less efficient. 

On wind power, which they have indicated (see Renew 171) they want to throttle back on, at least on land, they say that while ‘the large-scale on-shore wind farms that play a part in the current, centralised architecture of the electricity supply industry can cause significant environmental problems in terms of their impact on the landscape, and can consequently be highly controversial’ but claim that small scale wind can be better.  ‘If the architecture of the system is changed, and smaller-scale, decentralised wind turbines become more feasible, these landscape-environmental problems and objections from local communities can be reduced or eliminated. Small-scale wind turbines tend to be more expensive than their large-scale counterparts per unit of electricity produced and are not suited to all locations, especially low-lying urban areas. But, in the right locations, they can be carbon efficient, saving as much as one tonne of CO2 per year per home powered.’  

And they say ‘Biomass is particularly suited to a decentralised electricity architecture, within which the generating machines (which range in scale from the size of a garden shed to the size of a barn) can be located on or near to the farms where the plants or trees are grown. Essentially the same constraint applies to energy from waste generation, which uses anaerobic digestion, incineration or gasification to produce electricity, thereby avoiding the use of primary fossil fuels. This form of low carbon generation is more efficient if it is located close to the point at which the waste is produced- since the bulky waste otherwise has to travel large distances, producing large amounts of carbon.’

And on solar PV they say ‘In the right locations, about 40 square metres of PV panels- roughly the size of a normal roof- will supply all the electricity for a medium-sized house’, while ‘in a decentralised system, micro-hydro-electric generation can be introduced, making use of the power from smaller rivers and mill-streams which are not sufficiently powerful to sustain major hydro-electric dams. Rivers with a fall (or ‘head height’) of three metres or more can support such generation- which can be used to provide low-carbon electricity for neighbouring areas.’

For the larger schemes like wind farms, they say they will ‘replace the Renewables Obligation Certificate scheme with a new system of support for large-scale decentralised electricity generation. Our proposals will ensure that contracts already made by electricity suppliers with generating companies that have invested in renewable energy on the basis of the Renewables Obligation Certificate scheme are honoured. But we will restructure the mechanisms of support so that they are less bureaucratic and provide proper incentives for forms of low carbon, large-scale decentralised generation which have not hitherto benefited from the Renewables Obligation Certificate scheme. We will also be bringing forward plans to encourage more efficient use of heat in large scale generating plants, and to promote greater carbon capture and storage for fossil fuel power stations.’  So- less wind farms.

 Defining terms 

‘Power to the people’ says that ‘by electricity micro-generation, we mean low carbon generators of below 250kW- roughly the size of generator that is required to provide electricity for 120 medium sized homes, a large school, or a medium-sized business’. This is a revision from the ‘50kWp’ limit mentioned in the Party’s earlier ‘Quality of Life’ working group  report (see Renew 171). Even that is larger than for any house. The new report also has a classification for ‘Large-scale decentralised generation’ which they say consists of ‘CHP plants, medium-sized or large single wind turbines, biomass generators, energy from waste generators, photovoltaic panel arrays and micro-hydro plants which are big enough to generate electricity (and in some cases heat) for whole housing developments, large factories, large office blocks, large retail outlets, universities and large public buildings’. 

Basically it seems they wish to blur the distinction between individual and ‘local’ decentralised generation, and separate that out from ‘larger scale’ generation- including on-land wind farms, which they want to throttle back on. 

The battle over terminology is not just of academic interest. It reflects real differences. The Tories are seeking to reflect and presumably exploit local discontent about on-land wind farms and have proposed that the Renewables Obligation be revised to redirect funding towards other larger scale renewables.  

The Labour government by contrast  believes than wind power, both on land and offshore, is a vital element of its renewables programme. Both Labour and Conservatives also however no doubt want to capture any popular enthusiasm for domestic micro-power & community energy projects.  At the launch of the new report David Cameron said ‘By enabling people to generate their own electricity, we are literally giving them more power over their own lives. This really is power to the people. Once people start generating their own electricity, they will become far more conscious of the way in which they use it- they will become more responsible about energy use and their own environmental impact.’ 

He put this in Party political terms: ‘there is something of a philosophical divide here. I know that the Labour government pays lip service to decentralised energy, but really it has only tinkered at the edges. There’s still a ‘big government knows best’ attitude- straight out of the bureaucratic age. Still an impulse to tangle everything up in bureaucracy which just holds back innovation and progress.’

However progress may not be as simple as he might hope. Hostility to the requirement for on-site renewables from the building industry arguably presents the Tories with more of a problem than it does Labour, since the construction industry has traditionally supported the Tories. Nevertheless, they seem willing to persevere and also to take on the large electricity utilities, in its pursuit of local micropower. At the launch of the new report Oliver Letwin, chair of the Party’s review committee, commented ‘By changing the architecture of the electricity supply industry and opening the way for decentralisation, we can open up opportunities for a range of technologies that are more carbon efficient and which waste less’. Sadly he seemed to misunderstand the argument, since he then added: ‘Part of the reason why our centralised supply industry produces so much carbon is that a large amount of the power it generates is wasted. A staggering two-thirds of energy used in power stations never reaches the consumer. It is lost in the wires that transmit it.’  Oops- it’s more like 9% max. The rest is wasted as heat from cooling towers... 

* Power to the People makes much of Germany’s success with REFIT, but links that to micropower, whereas in fact it’s mainly been wind which has benefitted. Micropower is only at about 0.4%

6. Brown on Energy...

Last November Prime Minister Gordon Brown outlined his views on climate and energy policy at a WWF conference. He said that ‘over the coming decades we must move from a largely fossil fuel based economy to an economy primarily powered by low carbon energy: renewables; potentially nuclear- subject to the outcome of our consultation; and the emerging technology of carbon capture and storage’.  He noted that ‘at present around 9% of total energy in Britain is from low carbon sources: 2%  from renewables, and 7.5%  from nuclear’. 

On nuclear he commented ‘having concluded the full public consultation we held on this issue, we are considering the results and will announce our decision in the new year’. Well it came (see earlier ), and so now it is up to the private sector...

On Carbon Capture and Storage he re-announced the  competition ‘to build in Britain one of the world’s first commercial CCS coal projects’ and added ‘we will also consider whether, if we can show that carbon capture and storage is technologically and commercially viable, it should be made mandatory in some form for all new British fossil fuel plants’. 

On renewables, he mentioned new offshore wind, wave and tidal programmes, including support for tidal current turbines and allowing tidal lagoons and small barrages to get support from the Renewables Obligation, as part of the proposed new technology banding arrangements. The Sustainable Development Commission had suggested that one or more lagoon project be supported. DBERR said that ‘Work is currently underway to identify the level of support that tidal lagoons and barrages up to 1GW should receive through the Renewables Obligation. The detail will be included in the response to consultation on the RO. It will be higher than the current level of 1 ROC.’  It added  ‘This announcement does not apply to a Severn Barrage, which would almost certainly be above 1GW capacity. It’s unlikely that the RO in its current format would support a Severn Barrage.’

Heat and Power

Brown also made a commitment to renewable heat: ‘Meeting our target will also require greater use of renewables to heat our homes and buildings. So we will introduce new measures to bring forward renewable heat, with a call for evidence in January prior to a full consultation.  And as we expand renewable heat we will need to ensure that, wherever feasible and economic, we generate electricity and heat together. So instead of all our energy being generated remotely, more can be supplied locally- making more efficient use of our energy resources.’  He also noted that ‘meeting our renewables target will also require greater use of energy derived from waste; a major expansion of energy from biomass; and greater use of microgeneration, including, as costs come down, more solar power’.

More Consultations

And finally- yet more consultations and reports. Brown said he recognised that ‘windfarms and other new energy installations are often seen as a burden to the local communities living near them, while their benefits go to society at large. So I want to explore how local communities can themselves benefit from the economic opportunities they create’, and, more generally, he said the government  ‘will launch a consultation inviting a serious national debate about how we are to achieve our targets’.  And after that he reported that ‘we will publish our full Renewable Energy Strategy the following spring- once the EU Directive is passed and we know what the UK’s contribution will be’.  So that’s now a year away. But, ‘in the meantime we will legislate, as promised, in our Energy Bill to reform the Renewables Obligation to bring forward newer technologies. And we will introduce in our Planning Bill new measures to speed up the planning system for major infrastructure projects, whilst ensuring the public are properly consulted.’ 

...and on Climate action 

‘Our mission is, in truth, historic and world changing- to build, over the next fifty years and beyond, a global low carbon economy. And it is not overdramatic to say that the character and course of the coming century will be set by how we measure up to this challenge. The climate change crisis is the product of many generations, but overcoming it must be the great project of this generation.’ 

While some of the media focussed on the short term  practical measures- the new ‘green hotline’ to advise people on how to cut their impact on the environment, the ‘green retailer’ initiative, and the proposed ban on one-use plastic bags- rhetoric like that above and lofty phrases about making a radical ‘technological transformation’ akin to the industrial revolution, certainly earnt him some wider credits amongst greens. 

Even so, in the Guardian (21/11) Polly Toynbee asked ‘does Brown realise this can't be done by consulting committees or just by markets and trading systems? He promised thousands of green jobs and environmental apprenticeships to upskill the workforce, but Germany only achieved 10 times our windpower and 300 times our solar power by direct intervention, including guaranteeing electricity prices for secure investment in new technologies. Brown resists intervention in markets, but industry needs a kickstart. So far Labour’s record has been dismal, letting carbon emissions rise by 2%. Renewable energy reached just a pathetic 2%: in the EU, only Malta has less.’

Browns proposals for more offshore wind, and for backing  wave and tidal power more effectively, although welcome, still don’t seem likely to be enough to get the UK out of the bottom end of the league table. We’re still stuck with the Renewables Obligation.

However, although the means of achieving it are not clear,  Brown does seem to have made more of a commitment, at least in the longer term, to responding to climate change.  He indicated that the proposal in the Climate Bill  that the UK cut carbon dioxide emissions of at least 60% through domestic and international measures by 2050, might need revision since  ‘the evidence now suggests that, as part of an international agreement, developed countries may have to reduce their emissions by up to 80%. So we will put this evidence to the committee on climate change and ask it to advise us, as it begins to consider the first three five-year budgets, on whether our own domestic target should be tightened up to 80%.’ 

That will of course take time to agree- FoE et al had wanted it to be set now and to be buttressed by annual targets. But at least some things seem to be moving the right way. Although not everything- unless there is a sudden profound change of view, we are still likely to be faced with a new nuclear power programme which diverts funding and resource from renewables.

7. Biofuel gets going 

The UK’s first bioethanol plant opened last year at Wissington in Norfolk. It will produce 70 million litres of ethanol biofuel a year from locally grown sugar beet processed at Associated British Foods’ major British Sugar plant there. The bioethanol goes to blenders who mix it with petrol and sell it on forecourts of supermarket chains including Tesco. British Sugar officials estimated that 700,000-800,000 tonnes of sugar beet a year (equivalent to roughly 110,000-116,000 tonnes of sugar) would be consumed by the new plant. Reuters noted that Wissington is the world’s largest beet sugar factory- it supplies 400,000 tonnes of sugar a year to food and drink manufacturers in the UK and across Europe.  But beet used for bioethanol was ‘surplus to EU quotas’. 

* Last year the EU set a binding target for biofuels to make up at least 10% of petrol and diesel used by vehicles by 2020. But it’s aware of the problems and is developing sustainability criteria on which, how and where biofuels are to be produced. Draft versions apply to both domestically produced and imported biofuels, and include a ruling that biofuels must reduce greenhouse gas emissions by at least 35% on a lifecycle basis, which, if enacted, implies an emphasis on more carbon-efficient  second generation crops. The NGO’s wanted at least 50%.

Biomass power at last
 Biomass energy has been slow to develop in the UK so far, but last some big projects are getting underway.  Although a few small biomass combustion projects have emerged, co-firing of biomass and coal has been the  approach mostly used  so far (as at Drax B). But DBERR has now granted consent for a 350MW fully wood-chipped fuelled electricity generating plant in Port Talbot, south Wales. When completed, at the turn of the decade, the £400m plant from developer Prenergy, will contribute around 70% of the Welsh Assembly’s 2010 renewable electricity target. DBERR’s John Hutton said “This will be the biggest biomass plant in the world, generating enough clean electricity to power half of the homes in Wales”.  The wood fuel is expected to come from sustainable sources in the US and Canada and the plant is expected to have a 25 year lifetime.

On a smaller scale is E.ON’s £60m 30 MW Wilton 10 biomass plant now running on the Wilton International manufacturing site in Middlesbrough. See right. Developed by Sembcorp Utilities UK, the plant will process 300,000 tonnes of low-grade wood residues a year, including 80,000 tonnes of recycled wood and 80,000 tonnes of offcuts from sawmills. It will also process 80,000 tonnes of forestry products p.a., such as tree tops and 55,000 tonnes of short rotation coppice willow. 

Sadly though it’s not a Combined Heat and Power plant- the heat could be used locally instead of being wasted. But evidently there is not currently a financial incentive under the Renewables Obligation for producing renewable heat alongside electricity, though this is under review.

For more see: www.sembutilities.co.uk/wilton10/index.html 

* E.ON’s £90m 44MW  biomass station has started up at Steven’s Croft Lockerbie. The UK’s biggest so far.

Fuel Supply

The big plus for biomass generation is that it can produce continuous, 24 hours a day, 365 days a year base-load electricity. But of course that does require a continuous fuel supply. Importing it from the USA or Canada seems a bit odd! But we’ve seen estimates that the Talbot plant would have needed up to 10% of Wales’ land area. The Wilton plant is smaller so it can use local residual sources. www.letsrecycle.com reported that ‘to feed the Wilton 10 plant with recycled fuel, Sembcorp has a partnership with local firm UK Wood Recycling. The firm accepts all grades of non-hazardous wood such as kitchen units, pallets and doors from which it uses lower grade material to produce fuel. This is cleaned and blended at UK Wood Recycling’s bespoke facility on the Wilton International site which opened earlier this year  before being sent to Wilton 10. The company has already stockpiled 30,000 tonnes of material in anticipation of Wilton 10 opening and has received a lot of enquiries from firms eager to dispose of lower quality wood which currently had no other outlet than landfill’. For more see: www.ukwr.co.uk 

* www.letsrecycle.com note that around 7-8m tonnes of waste wood go to landfill in the UK each year, but says that the campaign by the Environment Agency to get a re-definition of the point at which wood ceased to be a waste has so far been unsuccessful. The problem is that some of it will have been treated or painted and there can be toxic emission risks. 

For more see: www.letsrecycle.com/do/ecco.py/view_item?listid=37&listcatid=315&listitemid=9217

8. EU News 

EU- ETS: Euro 20bn windfall

Under Phase I of the EU’s Emissions Trading Scheme which ran up to 2007, industries, including power generators, were allocated free permits to emit carbon and were allowed to sell any surplus over and above what they need to meet the emission cap imposed on them under the EU-ETS rules, to those who exceeded their ceilings. Michael Grubb, Chief Economist at the Carbon Trust has calculated that this practice gave the industry windfall profits of €  20 bn p.a. 

Unsurprisingly this raised eyebrows, especially since companies can also pass the extra costs of meeting the caps on to consumers. There have been pressures to switch to an auction of carbon permits, rather than a free handout. And Under Phase II (2008-12), ceilings are being reduced (see Renew 171) and it seems a small percentage will be auctioned, although, according the Reuters ‘the vast majority will still be handed out free’. Reuters reported that ‘News of the vast windfall profits has generated controversy in the Netherlands and Germany but raised barely a ripple in Britain where consumers have been repeatedly told their rising energy bills are due to supply problems- notably from Russia’. It may have helped win acceptance of the scheme from companies.  But it can’t go on like this, as even the companies now seem to recognise. Reuters noted that E.ON ‘has after a boardroom battle come out in favour of 100% auction of emission allowances after 2012,’ and the EC’s new proposals for phase III  (2013-20) include a shift to auctioning around 60%.  More on the EC’s complex new plan in Renew 173.

* E3 International claims that around 18m ETS phase1 credits were double counted!

www.businessgreen.com/business-green/news/2204331/emissions-trading-slammed 

Germany: 40%emission cut 

The German cabinet has approved an environment Ministry plan to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 40% by the year 2020. ‘All economical and social sectors will contribute’ environment minister Siegmar Gabriel promised.  ‘We have enough options and tools- but we must also apply them with determination and we must do so quickly’ says the new study “Climate protection in Germany: 40% reduction of CO2 emissions by 2020 compared to 1990” published recently by the German Federal Environment Agency.

The 30-point plan will require changes to several laws which could take up to a year to achieve and so may only take effect under the next government, due to be elected in late 2009.  Consumers are expected to play their part with most of energy savings coming from public and private buildings, households and transport.  From 2008, funding for climate change activities is to be increased from an annual € 700m to € 2.6bn. This represents an approximately 200% increase in funding on 2005. The share of renewable energy sources in electricity production will rise from today’s 13% to 25-30% by 2030. Also, the share of electricity generated using combined heat and power will increase by 25% by 2020, with an annual € 750m being allocated. A switch to renewables-generated heat will be prescribed by law. In future, 15% of energy used for heating in new buildings will have to come from renewable energy sources. The requirement will also apply to existing buildings when they are completely remodernised. According to Gabriel, greater use of renewables can double the number of jobs in the sector. Some 214,000 people currently work in the sector. The German edition of the Financial Times called Merkel, a conservative, ‘Germany’s greenest head of government to date’.  Economics Minister Michael Glos said ‘We aim to be the worlds most energy-efficient country’.

* Nearly 23GW of offshore wind is to be installed along the N.German coast by 2020            

Sources: Greenprices, Reuters, Windpower Monthly, www.bundesregierung.de

Wind helps EU meet target 
The European Commission says the EU will almost meet it target of obtaining 21% of its electricity from renewables by 2010- it’s projecting that 19% of EU gross domestic electricity will come from renewables by 2010 at current rates of progress. This success has been aided by the record 7.5GW of wind capacity built in Europe in 2006: wind  now supplies 3.3% of EU electricity. It’s estimated that by 2020 wind capacity will rise from its current EU level of 50GW, producing 100TWh, to 180 GW, producing 500 TWh by 2020, and some studies say it could supply 16% of EU electricity. 

Germany remains in the lead with 21,283 MW. It should be able to meet the new EU target of obtaining 20% of energy from renewables by 2020- in fact it’s aiming for 30%. But the UK, and some others will find it very hard on current plans.  Source:  RenewableEnergyAccess.com.

REFIT spreads 
Renewable Energy Feed-In Tariffs are spreading around the EU, as the map show, with Finland now set to join in.  

Mauri Pekkarinen, Finnish trade & industry minister, has proposed that Finland should introduce a feed-in tariff programme to promote the adoption of renewables. He said that market-based measures were not enough to meet the EU’s renewable  energy targets. According to the trade and industry ministry, Finland should quadruple the use of thinning and felling waste and raise wind power capacity 20-fold to reach the goals.

* See the Technology section of Renew 172 for more on how the REFIT system works in Germany where it was pioneered- and the problems with the UK’s Renewables Obligation. Our Reviews section looks at a study of how the UK could benefit from REFIT.

Solar FIT for Italy  

Last year, Italy approved new incentives to boost PV- photo voltaic solar. It’s adopted a REFIT system and ordered all new buildings to have PV panels on roofs to exploit its abundant sunshine- about 30% more per sq metre than in Germany, the PV leader. Italy has amended its solar law to align it with a German-style feed-in tariff, with guaranteed above-market prices for PV. As a result it hopes to boost installed PV capacity to 3GW by 2016- that’s what Germany has already.

Under the revised Italian law,   PV   system  operators  would  get  up  to €  0.49/ kWh for 20 years, so that operators and individuals can repay investments within 8 to 12 years- faster than the 12-16 years in Germany- and get attractive earnings over the entire operations period, The amended Italian law also scraps limits on annual incentives to install PV modules and boosts subsidies for households to put solar panels on roofs. 

*Italy’s  power  utility  Enel says it will invest € 300m over 3 years to install over 35 MW of PV. But it’s also keen on nuclear. 

French EJP

The French power utility EDF has a price-based demand mangement system, which cuts in when demand peaks.  During the peak tariff period ‘Effacement Jour de Pointe’ (EJP), the energy price is at least four times as high as for the usual winter period. There are maximum of 16 EJP days per year, notified a day ahead on the TV, internet etc.

Hungary REEEPs Hungary has became a partner in the Renewable Energy and Energy Efficiency Partnership (REEEP). It’s the 35th country and the 2nd in Eastern Europe to join. It aims to get 14-16% of it energy from renewables by 2020.

9. Global News 

Bush on Climate Change

Opening the Global Climate meeting he convened in Washington last Sept (see Renew 171), with representatives from some major energy using countries, President Bush said ‘we must lead the world to produce fewer greenhouse gas emissions, and we must do it in a way that does not undermine economic growth or prevent   nations from delivering greater prosperity for their people... With the work we begin today, we can agree on a new approach that will reduce greenhouse gas emissions, strengthen energy security, encourage economic growth and sustainable development, and advance negotiations under the UN Framework Convention on Climate Change.’  

It was widely seen as a diversion from the Kyoto programme (see below), but the work programme Bush launched is due to lead to a meeting this summer, with presumably some results to show. So maybe its worth looking at what Bush expected. 

The Bush work plan

At the launch meeting, Bush argued that ‘For many years those who worried about climate change and those who worried about energy security were on opposite ends of the debate. It was said that we faced a choice between protecting the environment and producing enough energy. Today we know better. These challenges share a common solution: technology. By developing new low-emission technologies, we can meet the growing demand for energy and at the same time reduce air pollution and greenhouse gas emissions. As a result, our nations have an opportunity to leave the debates of the past behind, and reach a consensus on the way forward.’  He added ‘No one country has all the answers, including mine. The best way to tackle this problem is to think creatively and to learn from other’s experiences and to come together on a way to achieve the objectives we share. Together, our nations will pave the way for a new international approach on greenhouse gas emissions. This new approach must involve all the world’s largest producers of greenhouse gas emissions, including developed and developing nations. We will set a long-term goal for reducing global greenhouse gas emissions. By setting this goal, we acknowledge there is a problem. And by setting this goal, we commit ourselves to doing something about it.  By next summer, we will convene a meeting of heads of state to finalize the goal and other elements of this approach, including a strong and transparent system for measuring our progress toward meeting the goal we set. This will require concerted effort by all our nations. Only by doing the necessary work this year will it be possible to reach a global consensus at the UN. in 2009.’ 

Bush concluded ‘Each nation will design its own separate strategies for making progress toward achieving this long-term goal. These strategies will reflect each country’s different energy resources, different stages of development, and different economic needs.  There are many policy tools that nations can use, including a variety of market mechanisms, to create incentives for companies and consumers to invest in new low-emission energy sources. We will also form working groups with leaders of different sectors of our economies, which will discuss ways of sharing technology and best practices.  Each nation must decide for itself the right mix of tools and technologies to achieve results that are measurable and environmentally effective. While our strategies may be differentiated, we share a common responsibility to reduce greenhouse gas emissions while keeping our economies growing. The key to this effort will be the advance of clean energy technologies.’ 

And he then indicated his favourites- ‘advanced clean coal technology’ and ‘clean safe nuclear power’, along with wind and solar power and for vehicles ‘sustainable biofuels like cellulosic ethanol’, plus hydrogen. 

He said that to make these technologies more widely available, especially in the developing world he proposed ‘that we join together to create a new international clean technology fund. This fund will be supported by contributions from governments from around the world, and it will help finance clean energy projects in the developing world.’  At the same time, he said ‘we also must promote global free trade in energy technology. The most immediate and effective action we can take is to eliminate tariff and non-tariff barriers on clean energy goods and services.’  Lastly he said ‘we must also address another major factor in climate change, which is deforestation’. Quite an agenda. And all by voluntary means. We wonder what will emerge later this year when the final meeting is held..

Bali Low US still opposes targets 

Meanwhile the UNFCC programme grinds on, with the Bali meeting in Dec. trying to set the agenda for a post-2012 Kyoto II. That has to be agreed by 2009 to be workable, but progress was slow, despite Australia’s shift. But at least a timetable was set.

It gets worse

‘We cannot waste any more time. The energy that we fail to collect from the sun and wind today will not be there tomorrow- a lost opportunity we can no longer afford.’ Jakob von Uexküll, founder of the World Future Council
As carbon sinks fill,  the US journal PNAS, says climate change could be ‘stronger than expected and sooner than expected’.  In the journal Nature, Gwyn Prins from LSE and Steve Rayner from Oxford, say forget Kyoto, ‘investment in energy R&D should be placed on a wartime footing,’ to create clean energy options. 

‘It seems reasonable to expect the world’s leading economies and emitters to devote as much money to this challenge as they currently spend on  military research’.  But not likely..

* The internet uses  9.4% of US electricity  and 5.3% globally. Source: estimate on slashdot.com

Biofuels ‘don’t raise food prices’ 

 According to Achim Steiner, director of the UN Environment Program and UN Under-Secretary General, the  alleged link between biofuel production and increased food prices is mere speculation and it is unlikely that biofuels play a role. Far more important factors are bad harvests in the major food producing regions, violent weather conditions induced by climate change, and rapidly growing demand from China. While further study is needed to understand the impact of biofuels on crop markets, he said it was unlikely that biofuel crops are responsible for price increases of tortilla flour in Mexico or of pasta in Italy- but, he noted, some journalists and those with an anti-biofuel agenda have tried to make a link.  

Steiner added that ‘global price fluctuations in the grain markets have always existed, although we are for some, like wheat, at historic highs at the moment. It would be somewhat premature to say that pasta costs more because there is biofuel grown in other parts of the world. There are speculative assumptions at the moment. We are working together with our colleagues in different institutions to assess whether that linkage can really be made.’

But, increasingly violent weather did pose a real danger to crops and to food supplies, particularly for the world’s poorest. This much greater threat to the supply and price stability of food and agricultural products comes from climate change and the expected increase in floods, droughts and other crop-damaging weather. He felt that Biofuels, which reduce carbon emissions offer an opportunity to mitigate this threat. 

Other views: BBC News 24 on line 27th Oct reported that UN special rapporteur on the 'right to food', Jean Ziegler, said he feared biofuels would bring more hunger and called for a 5 year ban:  diverting arable land to the production of crops which are then burned for fuel was he said a crime against humanity. And leading science journal Nature (11/10/07) said ‘Biofuels  need new technology, new agronomy and new politics if they are not to do more harm than good’.

118 GW of Solar

    The IEA’s new ‘Solar Heat Worldwide’ review says by 2006 there was 118GW(Th) of solar heat collector capacity in place. China led with over 52 GW. 

For comparison, wind was at 72GW.  See:www.iea-shc.org/publications/downloads/ IEASHC_Solar_Heat_Worldwide-2007.pdf 

The prospects for Concentrating Solar Power (CSP) are also looking up.  www.emerging-energy.com says that ‘Parabolic trough and central receiver projects installed in 2007 represent the beginning of the 5,800 MW pipeline CSP projects planned to come on line by 2012’.

10 World Round up

Canada gets moving 

Canada is at long last getting to grips with wind power. As Windpower Monthly reported in Sept, ‘from a position perpetually at the starting gate, the country has become a front runner, with 1590 MW in the ground, at least another 7000 MW in view, and nearly 3000 MW of that already building or contracted.’ It added that in the past 18 months  nearly 1GW of wind capacity was installed. It says the catalyst for market growth was the introduction of a flat rate wind power production incentive in 2002, which provided a context for a range of initiatives by each province. It  noted that, ‘in one of the biggest calls for wind capacity ever, the Ontario government wants to add an additional 2000MW of renewable energy to the province’s power grid from projects larger than 10 MW in size’, and said this ‘should take the pressure off a programme intended to support community development of small wind projects in the province, which offers a fixed premium price to generators. The program has been swamped by big companies edging small players out of the frame.’

Australia changes 

Australia's new Labor Government started the Kyoto ratification process on taking office. Its election manifesto called for a 60% cut in emissions by 2050, and for renewables to supply 20% of power by 2020. 

New Zealand - Carbon free ?

New Zealand wants to become the world’s first carbon neutral country. Among the recently announced targets, now to be legislated, is generating 90% of the country’s electricity from renewable sources by 2025- it’s at 65% at present. It wants its electricity sector to be entirely carbon neutral by 2025, followed by the stationary energy sector (coal and gas) in 2030 and the transport sector in 2040. It laid out a range of ways to achieve those targets, such a net increase in forest area of 250,000 hectares by 2020 and the wide use of electric cars. An emissions trading scheme is being introduced, initially covering forestry, followed by liquid fossil fuels in 2009, stationary energy and industrial emitters in 2010, and  then agriculture in 2013- the big one given that it is responsible for nearly half of the country's emissions, thanks to methane emissions from cows and sheep.

China & India: Biofuels threat 

Plans by China and India to increase biofuels production from irrigated maize and sugarcane could aggravate water shortages and undermine food output, according to the International Water Management Institute: ‘China and India, the world’s two largest producers and consumers of many agricultural commodities, already face severe water limitations in agricultural production. Domestic production of biofuels derived from crops will put greater stress on these countries’ water supplies, seriously undermining their ability to meet future food and feed demands.’

It said China aimed to quadruple biofuel output to around 15 billion litres by 2020, or 9% of the nation’s gasoline demand, and to achieve that goal, China would have to raise maize output by 26%. India was reviewing similar biofuel targets. The report suggested that alternatives to irrigated maize and sugarcane included developing new technologies that would exploit enzymes to break down cellulose, the woody walls of plants, into biofuels. In the shorter term, nations could also exploit dry land rain-fed crops such as sweet sorghum, Jatropha or Pongamia. That could help small-scale farmers and curb rural poverty.

The report said that it took 2,400 litres of irrigation water to produce one litre of ethanol from maize in China. For the same amount of ethanol from Indian sugarcane, 3,500 litres of water was needed. By contrast, it took just 90 litres of irrigation water to produce a litre of ethanol in Brazil from mainly rain-fed sugarcane. Outside India and China, the study said that biofuels would only have a “modest impact” on water use and food systems around the world. Biofuels now account for only about 2% of annual gasoline output. Source: Reuters

Korea  will increase the use of renewables to 9% of total energy use by 2030. Foreign Minister Song Mins-oon made the commitment at the climate change conference in Washington (see previous page), noting that South Korea currently sources 2% of its total energy from renewables.

$454bn lost to war 

According to Paul Gipe, the USA could now be generating up to 15% of its electricity supply if the direct costs of the Iraq war ($454 bn) had been invested instead in wind or solar energy. He says ‘had the United States invested in solar energy instead of war, the country would now be operating 45,000 MW of solar photovoltaics, 20 times that in Germany, the world’s leader. Similarly, had the United States chosen to install wind turbines instead, the country would be 225,000 MW of wind generating capacity, 20 times that currently installed in the country.’  More  at: www.wind-works.org/articles/costofiraqwarandwind.html  

US Senate flip flops

The US Senate has turned down the ‘national RPS’ renewables scheme, but has backed expanded ethanol production- 5 fold by 2022 

US, Canada should copy EU 

REFIT or bust
Writing in Proton International (8/8/07), N.American renewables lobbyist Paul Gipe called for a switch to Renewable Energy Feed In Tariffs, which are now widely used in most EU countries (see. p.1). ‘For nearly two decades North American renewables advocates have pushed net metering- the ability to run your kWh meter backwards. Net metering served a useful purpose in the dark days of the Reagan-Bush-Clinton era. Net metering then was a call to arms for hobbyists and guerrilla solar activists out to prove a point- solar works, your meter will run backwards, and the lights will stay on. But net metering was never intended to be a policy for the industrial development of renewable energy. It could not do that alone. Retail electricity prices in N America, especially in Canada, are abysmally- some would argue immorally low. Net metering was appealing because it rarely threatened entrenched electric utilities, and it gave politicians the perfect cover for appearing to take action on renewable energy, while doing nothing of substance.’ 

He went on ‘The time for half-measures, for timid responses like net metering, is past. The public, and now some progressive politicians as well, are demanding more aggressive policies. Some such as Michigan’s Kathleen Law are suggesting a full-scale renewable energy sources act with solar PV tariffs on a par with those of Europe.  Al Gore, too, has joined the debate with his testimony on climate change. Before the US Congress, Gore called for a national law that permits homeowners and small businesses to sell their electricity to the grid “without any artificial caps”. He went further and specified that renewable generators should be paid a fixed price determined by the cost of generation.’ 

· Net metering has it limits but South Australia has proposed a solar feed-in scheme under which consumers will receive 44 cents per kWh fed back to the grid- twice the standard retail price.  Meanwhile, in the USA, California has now adopted a REFIT, with long term contracts with prices varying by the time of day for consumer projects up to 1.5 MW. And a bill for solar tariffs has been  proposed in Hawaii. The state of Michigan  is also considering adopting a full Feed Law for Solar & Biogas. Michigan is the home of United Solar Ovonic, one of the world’s leading manufacturers of thin-film solar cells. The Canadian province of Ontario launched a similar but less comprehensive programme in 2006, and  Michigan’s proposed payments for solar are over 50% greater than the equivalents  in Ontario, currently the highest in North America. Likewise, the proposed tariff for biogas is nearly a third greater than that in Ontario. The Michigan proposal also includes a geothermal tariff, a technology not covered by Ontario’s Standard Offer Contract programme. Michigan’s proposed tariffs are equivalent to those in Germany, and propose wind tariffs differentiated by wind resource intensity as in France.

REFIT PACT

The World Future Councils www.onlinepact.org/  is a  ‘Policy Action on Climate Toolkit’ to helps policy makers draft Feed-in laws

11. Nuclear news 

USA on GNEP

Opening the special Global Climate meeting he convened in Washington in Sept (see earlier), President Bush said ‘My administration established a new initiative called the Global Nuclear Energy Partnership. This partnership will work with nations with advanced civilian nuclear energy programs, such as France and Japan and China and Russia. Together we will help developing nations obtain secure, cost-effective and proliferation-resistant nuclear power, so they can have a reliable source of zero-emissions energy.’  Interestingly, the UK is not included in his list- maybe it isn’t pro-nuclear enough, and plans to stop reprocessing!

US Cools it

But back in the USA, not all has been going to plan. In a first for the US , last summer one of three nuclear reactors at the Browns Ferry nuclear plant in Alabama had to be shut down because it could not use water from the Tennessee River due to the heat wave- there are rules about raising its  temperature beyond certain levels. Similar problems have occurred in previous years in France and climate change will make it worse as time goes on. 

US MOX plant 

Evidently unphased by this problem however, the US Dept. of Energy’s National Nuclear Security Administration (NNSA) has initiated construction of the Mixed Oxide (MOX) Fuel Fabrication Facility at the Savannah River site near Aiken, South Carolina. The new facility is being built to convert a minimum of 34 tonnes of surplus US weapons grade plutonium. The fuel will be used in commercial nuclear reactors in North Carolina and South Carolina.  ‘The start of construction of the U.S. MOX facility helps us fulfill an international non-proliferation agreement and marks a major step forward in our efforts with Russia to dispose of surplus weapon-grade plutonium so that it can never be used again for nuclear weapons’ said NNSA’s deputy administrator for Defense Nuclear Non-proliferation, William Tobey. Under the agreement, the US and Russia committed to dispose of 34 tonnes of surplus weapons grade plutonium. But of course it could also use ‘new’ plutonium from other sources- including other reactors, in the US and elsewhere, given the new US commitment to spent fuel reprocessing and the Global Nuclear Energy Partnership (see above). 

Next UK Nukes

British Energy says the existing sites at Sizewell in Suffolk, Dungeness in Kent, Bradwell in Essex, & Hinkley in Somerset, were the most likely for new plants. But to give itself more time, it will extend the lives of the 35 year old Hinkley B and Hunterston plants by five years, to 2016.

Insurance cover: While the government says the new programme won’t cost taxpayers anything, Defra let slip that land polluted by a ‘nuclear  occurrence’ would render the Environmental Secretary liable to foot the bill under the Radioactive Contaminated Land Regulations Act  2007.

Costs  Oxford energy Don Dr Dieter Helm, says that no country had  yet built nuclear plants without state aid or rigged markets.

UK Jobs threat 

The Oxford Research Group’s ‘Secure Energy Briefing’ report on Nuclear power produced for last years nuclear consultation, claimed that a UK nuclear revival would deprive renewable energy of ‘much needed expertise’. It suggested that although ‘advocates of nuclear power are presenting nuclear power as a possible solution to job losses’ in reality  ‘there is a very limited pool of scientists and engineers in the UK; they are a valuable resource. A nuclear revival in the UK would deprive emerging technologies, such as renewable energy, of much needed expertise.’ In addition, a nuclear programme would draw away investment and that would ‘impact negatively on the renewables market’ .
Nuclear Strike Avoided
Last year, breaking the governments 2% pay rise norm, UK Atomic Energy Authority workers, at Harwell, Culham, Dounreay and Sellafield etc, won a phased 3.9 % pay increase, after rumblings about possible industrial action.

Scotland stays Brave 

Last Sept. Scotland’s renewable power capacity overtook its nuclear capacity.  SNP First Minister Alex Salmond decided to marked this event by instigating a ‘Green Energy Day’ on Sept 7th. Prefiguring the Scottish Governments very forthright submission to the UK governments nuclear consultation, he said  ‘Scotland neither wants nor needs new nuclear power stations.. we can have secure energy supplies without landing future generations of Scots with the burden of toxic radioactive waste’. 

But Bill Coley, the chief executive of British Energy, has been calling on the SNP to reverse it’s anti-nuclear policy.  Coley insisted ‘I do not know how you can meet your climate change objectives without nuclear at the price that people would be able to pay.  As an engineer I do not know how you would do that.’ 

According to the Scotsman, Coley believes a new generation of nuclear plants can be built close to existing sites, including Hunterston and Torness, by 2018.  But he conceded that might not be possible in Scotland: ‘If the political climate is such that new nuclear build investment is not wanted then of course we will focus that new build investment elsewhere’. 

*Using capacity rather than delivered energy makes the comparison maybe a little unfair, given the different load factors- but then much of the renewable capacity in Scotland is hydro with good load factors and Scotland has some wind farms with very much higher load factors than the average. Even so, on a good day nuclear supplies about 40% of Scotlands power (not recently though, with plant closures!) while renewables are not yet at 20%.

Chernobyl saved

The ‘temporary’ structure built around Reactor 4 to try to contain the residues from the Chernobyl nuclear plant explosion in the Ukraine in 1986 is at long last to be replaced by a properly engineered containment system- a $500m metal shelter.  It will take about 5 years to finish. 

The existing containment was not a complete seal and there have been worries about leaks- although some of it is now less active, most of the nuclear material exposed by the explosion is still in there somewhere, only about 5% was vented into the atmosphere at the time.  But that was enough to be likely to lead to many cancer deaths, although there are disputes about the exact figures: the UN IARC-WHO put the range at 6,700-38,000, with 16,000 being their best guess. Greenpeace however suggest the total could be 98,000. See Renew 164

Germany ‘needs nuclear’

Germany can only meet its target of reducing carbon dioxide emissions by 36% by 2020 if it keeps nuclear power plants. So says the German industry group BDI in a study co-authored by consulting firm McKinsey. It claimed that, without nuclear or serious economic impacts, emissions could not be cut by more than 31% by 2020, compared with 1990 levels. Even achieving  31% would need further investment in technology and would raise the cost of cutting CO2 emissions up to 175 euros/CO2 tonne saved, up from the currrent 20 euros. However, opposition to nuclear remains high in Germany, and the conservative government is honouring the phase out programme initiated by the Social Democrats, its coalition partner. Source: Reuters

Belgium to slow phase out?

Belgium is phasing out its nuclear plants, but its new Christian Democrat-Liberal government coalition wants to extend the lives of some of the seven operating reactors, in the light of uncertain energy supplies and prospects for non-carbon energy.  

Source: Modern Power Systems

* Sweden voted to phase out nuclear almost 30 years ago, but progress has been minimal.  State Secretary Ola Altera  told Reuters ‘In the short term, it is not really realistic, especially since the climate issue  has stepped forward as the main priority’. 

But no new plants are planned. 

FBR back  France is to develop a sodium-cooled  fast breeder reactor prototype, whose design features are to be decided by 2012, with the start up aimed for 2020. A gas-cooled fast reactor is also planned.

12. In the rest of Renew 172 

The Feature in this issue look at the arguments for hydrogen as an new green energy vector and at CAT green energy scenario. The Technology section looks at progress on focussed solar- ‘Concentrating Solar Power’ (CSP)  and at  some hydrogen projects . The reviews section includes coverage of  the biofuel option- and Worldwatch’s attempt to rebalance the debate. There is also an overview of green energy in the Balkans based on a new report.  This issue also continues our coverage of the battle to get a REFIT Feed In Tariff established in the UK- in the Technology and Reviews sections. The Groups section looks at views on tidal power as gathered by SDC, UKERC's progress, Innovation issues and much more. And there's the usual disgruntled comments from all-comers in Forum . Plus an Editorial arguing that maybe we need peak  oil to wake us up!  
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