
 

Winds of change? Bid to revive England's
onshore sector

November 17 2023, by Joe JACKSON

  
 

  

Onshore wind projects have been at a standstill in England for almost a decade.

When yet another winter storm hits Britain, Ellis Jacklin is happier than
most, as he gets his energy at up to half the usual unit price.
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The mechanical projects engineer is part of a local green energy "fan
club" run by his electricity provider which taps an onshore wind turbine
near his home in East Yorkshire, northern England, to provide
discounted power.

Enrolled households get 20 percent off their bills when the turbine is
spinning and they are using electricity, rising to 50 percent in especially
windy conditions.

"Everyone else is like 'batten down the hatches' and I'm like, 'keep it
windy'," Jacklin, 30, told AFP.

He has saved nearly £400 ($500) since signing up to the Octopus Energy
Generation scheme last year, one of three onshore wind fan clubs it
currently runs in England and Wales.

The savings come as UK energy bills have surged in that time,
contributing to the worst cost-of-living crisis in a generation.

"It's fairly substantial," Jacklin added. "I was never expecting to get the
amount of money I've got back from it. Every person I've spoken to is
jealous of me having it."

That envy is unsurprising given the lack of new onshore wind across
England, limiting the number of such schemes on offer.

Despite being a global leader in more costly offshore wind production,
the number of new turbines going up in the English countryside has been
at a virtual standstill for nearly a decade.

'Barrier'

The UK government imposed a de facto ban on new onshore English
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sites in 2015, amid a perceived backlash at their unsightliness among 
rural communities—a key voting block for the ruling Conservatives.

  
 

  

The government imposed a de facto ban because of a perceived backlash at their
unsightliness in rural communities.

Critics argue the planning system obstacles newly placed on the sector
were overzealous—allowing just one local resident to scupper a new
site—and will hinder Britain's goal of achieving net-zero greenhouse gas
emissions by mid-century.

Despite sustained criticism and calls from environmentalists and others
for wholesale reform, many industry figures say recent tweaks to the
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rules were insufficient.

"The very slight amendments announced... mean that barely anything has
actually changed," Robert Norris, of trade association RenewableUK,
told AFP.

Only two onshore wind turbines went up in England last year, less than in
war-torn Ukraine, the group said.

Norris noted an "infamous" footnote in a national planning framework
governing installing new turbines—and blamed for the de facto
ban—remains despite "repeated requests for it to be removed".

"It is still the main barrier to onshore wind development in England," he
said.

Even offshore wind has shown signs of stalling. A government auction of
permits to build farms in British waters failed to find any bidders in
September.

In order to spur interest in the next sale, ministers decided this week to
allow new offshore turbine developers to hike the price they charge to
supply electricity to households.

Tinder for wind

Octopus Energy Generation CEO Zoisa North-Bond told AFP the recent
onshore rules changes had meant it was now "a more positive landscape"
to build new English wind farms.

The company also launched its fan club model this year in Germany and
the United States, and is aiming to have 2,000 local clubs globally by
2030.
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Proponents are hoping that changes to the planning system will lead to more
onshore windfarms.

The firm says it has received over 20,000 requests from UK
communities for turbines and discounted energy through the scheme.

It has created a tech platform—named "Winder", after the dating site
Tinder—which matches those eager communities with landowners
potentially able to host turbines.

"Winder has already identified lots of locations where it's possible to
build onshore wind quickly," North-Bond said.

"It's vital we accelerate bringing one of the cheapest and quickest forms
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of energy we can build right here on our soil to even more people."

Whether new sites get approved still largely depends on the level of local
opposition.

Octopus points to research showing as many as nine in 10 Britons would
support a turbine in their area if it delivered cheaper energy.

In windswept East Yorkshire—which boasts among England's highest
concentration, built almost entirely before 2015—Jacklin argues sceptics
need to see the savings it could bring.

A self-declared pragmatist rather than "total eco-warrior", he uses the
scheme's app to tell him when the turbine is turning fastest and his unit
price is lowest.

He can then shift energy-intensive chores, such as using a washing
machine, to those times.

"If you can see a financial benefit, a majority of people do it," Jacklin
insisted.
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