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UK summer 'wind drought' puts green revolution into
reverse

Adam Vaughan

Windfarms fall short in heatwave, but 2018 was still UK’s second greenest summer

Mon 27 Aug 2018 13.09 BST

Britain’s long heatwave threw the country’s green energy revolution into reverse and
pushed up carbon emissions this summer, leading experts to stress the need for a diverse
energy mix.

The summer of 2017 was lauded as the “greenest ever” for electricity generation, thanks to a
growing number of windfarms and solar installations edging out coal and gas power
stations.

But this year has seen a comparatively dirty summer for power generation, due to the
weather’s impact on renewables.

The Met Office said the high pressure that caused much of the country to bask under sunny
skies had suppressed windy conditions.
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The weather proved a boon for staycations, garden centres and solar panel owners, but
windfarms suffered. They usually provide four times as much power as solar each year.

The wind drought meant that at times turbine blades sat idle for days.

Windfarm capacity is up by more than 10% since a year ago, but the share of electricity they
supplied dropped from 12.9% last year to 10.4% this summer, figures from National Grid
show.

Although record-breaking solar output helped fill some of the gap and nuclear plants
provided a bedrock of supply, gas power stations were fired up to meet demand.

The key measure of how green the power grid is – carbon intensity, measured in grammes of
CO  per kilowatt hour – was up by 8% on average over the past three months.

Duncan Burt, director of operations at National Grid, said: “We have seen a slight decrease
in wind over the summer linked to the unusually warm weather, which demonstrates why it
is important for us to have a diverse energy mix to ensure we can continue to manage
supply and demand.”

He welcomed the growth in wind and solar over the past year, and said both were playing an
increasingly important role in the energy system.

While this summer showed an uptick in carbon emissions, it is the second greenest ever.

And looking beyond the summer, carbon intensity for the year fell to a record low in the first
eight months.

National Grid said the carbon intensity of electricity generation was down 3% to 252g CO
per kWh between January and August, compared with the same period last year.

Windy conditions and new windfarms boosted wind energy during the winter, and coal use
has fallen to new lows despite a brief resurgence during the “beast from the east”.

In June, the UK went 12 days without coal, which supplied less than 1% of electricity that
month.

RenewableUK, the wind power industry body, said wind had “become a mainstream power
source”.

A spokesperson for the Department for Business, Energy and Industrial Strategy said:
“We’re investing up to £2.5bn in low-carbon innovation and are already seeing the results.”

Analysts have told renewable energy investors not to be alarmed about the lack of wind this
summer.

After examining 17 years of monthly wind speeds in the UK, Bernstein bank concluded: “We
do not find any evidence of a structural trend in wind speed over time.”

Experts also said that the way solar highs coincided with wind lows showed that both
technologies were needed in the switch to green energy. Wind power generation is well
ahead of solar in Europe.
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Pascal Storck, director of renewable energy at environmental measurement firm Vaisala,
said: “Often wind and solar technologies are played against each other, but the reality is that
a diverse portfolio … will be the solution to long-term variability of this nature.”

Q&A
How much renewable energy does the UK have?
Renewables – counting wind, solar, hydro and biomass – provided 29.3% of electricity last
year, up from 24.5% in 2016. Exactly half of that came from wind power, and most of that it
is still onshore despite the huge expansion of offshore windfarms in recent years. Solar
provided just over 10% of renewable electricity supply.

Can batteries plug the gap when it’s not windy or sunny?
Not yet. Utility-scale batteries have been installed around the UK’s electricity grid, and more
are being built now. But these are mostly used for last-minute adjustments to keep power
supply and demand in balance, in order to keep the frequency of electricity at 50Hz. For the
most part, economics and technology mean it does not yet make sense to store surplus
green energy from one day to use on another.

Will climate change make wind droughts a regular occurrence?
The jury is out. One recent study predicted that if the world warms by 1.5C above pre-
industrial levels – and it almost certainly will, as temperatures have already climbed 1C – UK
wind speeds would increase. Researchers at the British Antarctic Survey said that could
boost UK onshore windfarm output by 10%, or enough to power an extra 700,000 homes a
year based on current installations. However, a peer-reviewed paper last year said global
warming would hit UK wind power generation.

As the crisis escalates…
… in our natural world, we refuse to turn away from the climate catastrophe and species
extinction. For The Guardian, reporting on the environment is a priority. We give reporting
on climate, nature and pollution the prominence it deserves, stories which often go
unreported by others in the media. At this pivotal time for our species and our planet, we
are determined to inform readers about threats, consequences and solutions based on
scientific facts, not political prejudice or business interests.

More people are reading and supporting The Guardian’s independent, investigative
journalism than ever before. And unlike many news organisations, we have chosen an
approach that allows us to keep our journalism accessible to all, regardless of where they
live or what they can afford. But we need your ongoing support to keep working as we do.

The Guardian will engage with the most critical issues of our time – from the escalating
climate catastrophe to widespread inequality to the influence of big tech on our lives. At a
time when factual information is a necessity, we believe that each of us, around the world,
deserves access to accurate reporting with integrity at its heart.

Our editorial independence means we set our own agenda and voice our own opinions.
Guardian journalism is free from commercial and political bias and not influenced by
billionaire owners or shareholders. This means we can give a voice to those less heard,
explore where others turn away, and rigorously challenge those in power.

We need your support to keep delivering quality journalism, to maintain our openness and
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to protect our precious independence. Every reader contribution, big or small, is so
valuable. Support The Guardian from as little as £1 – and it only takes a minute. Thank you.
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