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This report has been written to introduce a new angle on the debates around wind farm 

developments in the United Kingdom (UK). It is principally concerned with onshore wind farm 

developments in Scotland, though will draw on wider UK trends, problems and discussions. 

The aim of this report is to make the case against the cessation of subsidies, which threatens 

the development of 250 planned wind farms across the UK. The grounds for this come in two 

parts, the first relating to developments to national infrastructure and the second to planning 

procedures. While subsidies to onshore windfarms remain expensive and ultimately 

uneconomical, they are only temporary. Furthermore, the costs and reliability of the 

development of new renewable technologies remain largely unknown. It cannot accurately be 

said that new initiatives would be more practical than continuing support for wind energy, 

despite its flaws. 
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Introduction  

The UK, leading a longside global  partners ,  i s  current ly undergoing an  

energy t ransi t ion.  In  2014,  renewable sources  of  energy became the second 

largest  provider  of  electr ici ty  behind coal .  Growth rates  for  global  energy 

demand are half  of  what  they were in  1990,  largely due to  improvements  in  

energy eff iciency,  and Carbon Dioxide emissions from power generat ion are  

predicted to  be at  only 20% betw een now and 2040 thus breaking the long -

standing one-for  one relat ionship. 1 In  the UK, renewables  now make up a  

signif icant  part  of  the country’s  electr ici ty  supply compris ing 35.8% in 2019 

Q1 (an increase of  5 .3% since 2018 Q1). 2 Scot land,  thanks to  i ts  w indy 

cl imate and mountainous geography  (see Figure 1) ,  i s  wel l  sui ted for  the  

development  of  wind farms.  This  is  of part icular  benefi t  given that  wind is 

the cheapest  form of renewable energy to  sel l . 3 Indeed,  thanks to  vocal  

encouragement  f rom the Bri t ish and Scot t ish governments  wind,  as  part  of  

Scot land’s  energy sources ,  has  increased substant ial ly .   

 

Figure 1:  Wind Speeds in  Europe  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Chasek, P.S. et al, “Global Environmental Politics” 7th ed. (2017) p6. 
2https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/811974/
Renewables_June_2019.pdf 
3 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-45881551 

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/811974/Renewables_June_2019.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/811974/Renewables_June_2019.pdf
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-45881551
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Figure 2 shows the increase between 2000 and 2015 .  Wind as  a percentage 

of  total  renewables  increased from 4.36% to 64.3%, and as  part  of  al l  energy  

sources  ( renewables  and non -renewables)  from 0.53% to 30.6%. 4 

 

 

Despi te the growth of  wind in Scot land,  subsidies  by the government  have 

been withdrawn in recent  years .  A consequence is  that  submissions for  new 

developments  have also s lowed.  Given the cheapness  of  this  form of clean  

energy one begins  to  doubt  how rat ional  this  decis ion is ,  especial ly  when 

considering that  thi s  coincides  with repeated pledges by the  government  to  

t ransi t ion to  a carbon -f ree/ low carbon economy. 5 Fur thermore,  the  

just i f icat ion provided by the government  that  they  “[wind farms] often fai l  

to  win publ ic support” is  negated by repeated pol ls  indicat ing the opposi te ,  

part icularly for  young people.  For instance,  the Publ ic Att i tudes Tr acker by 

the Department  for  Business ,  Energy and Industr ial  Strategy found in 2018 

that  a  record high 76% of the publ ic support  onshore wind and opposi t ion is  

as  low as  6%,  i ts  lowest  ever . 6 The government’s  decis ion to  exclude onshore  

wind from bidding fo r  government -backed contracts  could  perhaps be put  

down to the poor inf rast ructure in  the UK.  

 

 

 
4 https://www2.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00498583.pdf 
5 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-33177025 
6 https://www.renewableuk.com/news/426069/Latest-official-poll-shows-public-support-for-onshore-wind-
stays-at-record-high-.htm 
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Infrastructure  

Upon research,  one can f ind that  the Nat ional  Grid infrast ructure is  

insuff icient ly  developed to receive addi t ional  energy from wind farms.  As a  

resul t ,  wind farms are being inst ructed  to  s top export ing their  energy to  the 

Grid with the resul t  that  the government  must  reimburse them with 

compensat ion.  One report  found that  when wind farms  are told to  shut  off ,  

they are paid £70 per  megawatt  hour (MWh) in compensat ion. 7 For 

comparison,  this  is  142.85% more than what  wind farms are paid with  

renewable subsidies  (£49 per  MWh).  As the Telegraph reported,  “The 

turbines  have to  be  shut  down at  certain t imes because B r i ta in’s  electr ici ty  

network is  unable to  cope with the power they produce.  The wind farm 

owners  then receive  compensat ion –  cal led ‘constraint  payments’  –  for  not  

producing electr ici ty”. 8 This  isn’t  an  outdated t rend ei ther ,  in  2018 

constraint  payments  to  wind farms in the UK total led £124,649,106.  Of this  

UK wide f igure,  92.8% went  to  Scot t ish wind farms,  of  which over 99.9% 

were onshore wind farms.  The most  cons trained wind farms were Bhlaraidh  

(29%),  Strathy North (25%)  and Dunmaglass  (24%).  In March alone,  £30.9 

mil l ion was paid in constraint  payments  to  Scot t ish onshore windfarms. 9 As 

a further  rule of  thumb,  about  £800,000 is  made per  MW sold to  the grid  

from wind farms:  half  from the sale i tsel f  and half  f rom subsidy levied from 

higher energy bi l ls . 10 

Scot land’s  onshore wind farms have the  capabi l i ty  to  produce the domest ic 

demand rate for  electr ici ty .  Indeed,  in  November 2018 Scot t ish wind farms 

produced 109% of the nat ion’s  electr ici ty  demand. 11 The issue is  not that  the 

wind farms cannot  supply Scot t ish households ,  i t  i s  that  the grid connect ion  

(Transmission network) between Scot land and England is  insuff icient .  As  

one source says,  constraint  payments  are  inevi table “due to  the ineff iciency  

of Scot land’s  grid system and the remoteness  of  many windfarms,  the energy  

they generate cannot  be t ransported elsewhere”. 12 

Figure 3 shows the dis t r ibut ion of  Scot t ish  wind farms alongside  the 

Transmission network in  Scot land.  Clearly,  there  is  a  lack of  larg e  

Transmission infrast ructure in  the Highlands region,  which  is  also a high 

act ivi ty  area for  wind farms.  While the Borders  benefi t  f rom two 400KV, 

one on the east  coast  and one on the west ,  they are s t i l l  working at  ful l  

capaci ty  and cannot  ful ly  export  t he surplus  energy from local  wind farms.  

 
7 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/01/08/wind-farms-paid-100m-switch-power/ 
8 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/01/08/wind-farms-paid-100m-switch-power/ 
9 https://www.energyvoice.com/uncategorized/196928/record-government-payments-made-to-scottish-wind-
farms-in-march/ 
10 https://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/columnists/christopherbooker/9120756/How-much-profit-will-a-
turbine-turn.html 
11 https://www.edie.net/news/10/Scottish-renewables-break-100--threshold-for-electricity-demand/ 
12 https://www.energyvoice.com/uncategorized/196928/record-government-payments-made-to-scottish-
wind-farms-in-march/ 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/01/08/wind-farms-paid-100m-switch-power/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2018/01/08/wind-farms-paid-100m-switch-power/
https://www.energyvoice.com/uncategorized/196928/record-government-payments-made-to-scottish-wind-farms-in-march/
https://www.energyvoice.com/uncategorized/196928/record-government-payments-made-to-scottish-wind-farms-in-march/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/columnists/christopherbooker/9120756/How-much-profit-will-a-turbine-turn.html
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/comment/columnists/christopherbooker/9120756/How-much-profit-will-a-turbine-turn.html
https://www.edie.net/news/10/Scottish-renewables-break-100--threshold-for-electricity-demand/
https://www.energyvoice.com/uncategorized/196928/record-government-payments-made-to-scottish-wind-farms-in-march/
https://www.energyvoice.com/uncategorized/196928/record-government-payments-made-to-scottish-wind-farms-in-march/
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For example,  Fal lago Rig wind farm sits  in  the Lammermuir  Hil ls  just  some 

9km west  of  the town of  Longformacus in  the Eastern Scot t ish Borders ,  yet  

in  2018 had 24% of i ts  capaci ty constrained,  resul t ing in  compensat ion 

payments . 13 Given the  greater  scarci ty  of  people in  the Highland region,  and 

the windier  condi t ions,  i t  seems fai r  to  s tate that  the Northern parts  of  

Scot land are  l ikely to  host  greater  potent ial  for  wind farm developments  in  

the future.  A consequence is  that  exis t ing grid infrast ructure,  al ready at  

capaci ty,  wi l l  requi re further  upgrading  and expanding.  Responsibi l i ty  for 

the expansion of  the Transmission network in  the Highlands fal ls  to  Scot t ish 

and Southern Electr ici ty  Networks,  who have expressed i nterest  in  

expanding 400KV and 275KV networks to  the North.  As they note,  “Over  

the coming decade we expect  to  s ignif icant ly expand our network to  

faci l i tate  the growth of  renewable generat ion in  the north of  Scot land in 

order  to  meet  UK and Scot t ish renew able energy targets” . 14  

 

Figure 3:  Wind Farm si tes  alongside Grid Infrast ructure  

 

Evidence exis ts  of  such ini t iat ives  al ready taking place.  In  2015,  the Beauly 

( Inverness)  to  Denny (Falkirk)  600 pylon Transmission l ine (400KV) was  

completed.  The project  took f ive years  to  construct  and costed around £820 

mil l ion.15 To put  i t  in  context ,  this  equates  to  about  seven years  of  constraint  

payments .  However ,  i t  i s  possible that  the ever- increasing  capaci ty of  

Transmission l ines  to  the north of  the countr y wil l  offset  the uneconomical  

constraint  payments  current ly being burdened on the Bri t ish consumer.  

Instal led  capaci ty for  renewable  elect r ic i ty  in  Scot land has  been increasing  

s teadi ly over  the las t  decade,  r is ing from 3,353MW in 2008 to 10,896MW in  

 
13 https://www.ref.org.uk/ref-blog/348-constraint-payments-to-wind-farms-in-2018 
14 https://www.ssen-transmission.co.uk/information-centre/developer-information/ 
15 https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-35146301 

https://www.ref.org.uk/ref-blog/348-constraint-payments-to-wind-farms-in-2018
https://www.ssen-transmission.co.uk/information-centre/developer-information/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-scotland-35146301
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2018.  As can be seen in  Figure 4,  this  is  an increase of  225%. 16 Concerning 

the current  construct ion of  renewable capaci ty,  projects  for  offshore wind  

make up 42% and onshore wind a fur ther  50%. 17 For onshore wind  an 

addi t ional  3 .9GW of capaci ty has  been  consented and 1.9GW in planning.  

Clearly,  the greatest  proport ion of  Scot t ish investment  for  renewables  

capaci ty is  for  wind,  and primari ly  for  onshore wind.  The increased capaci ty 

for  renewable energy has  t ranslated into “a s ignif icant  increase in  renewable  

electr ici ty  output ,  which has  more than t r ipled  from 8,215GWh in 2007 to 

26,708 GWh in 2018”. 18 See Figure 4 for  how capaci ty has  increased from 

2008-2018.  

Figure 4:  Increase in  Renewable Capaci ty 2008 -2018 

 

 

As has  been shown,  Scot land has  an excel lent  wind industry,  though suffers  

from poor infrast ructure.  This  resul ts  in  ‘constraint  payments’ ,  which often 

al low cri t ics  to  say the ent i re sector  is  uneconomic and i rrat ional  

i rrespect ive of  publ ic opinion or  carbon reduct ion targets .  Yet  the improving 

Transmission network around Scot land does offer  hope that  wind farms wil l  

increasingly  actual ly  be able to  sel l  their  energy to  the grid.  On top of  this ,  

Scot land leads the way with t he development  of  new technologies  that  might  

further  extend  the feasibi l i ty  of  wind power.  The Scot t ish Government’s  

Onshore Wind Pol icy Statement  (2017) offers  insight  to  Holyrood’s  s tance  

on this  topic.  In  order  to  bet ter  incorporate renewable energy on to the grid,  

Scot t ish network companies  are adopt ing Act ive Network Management  

Schemes (also known as  Smart  Technologies)  to  more ef fect ively manage 

generated assets .  For example,  more advanced generators  are  offering faster  

 
16 https://www.scottishrenewables.com/forums/renewables-in-numbers/ 
17 https://www.scottishrenewables.com/forums/renewables-in-numbers/ 
18 https://www.scottishrenewables.com/forums/renewables-in-numbers/ 

https://www.scottishrenewables.com/forums/renewables-in-numbers/
https://www.scottishrenewables.com/forums/renewables-in-numbers/
https://www.scottishrenewables.com/forums/renewables-in-numbers/
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and cheaper connect ions for  win d  farms,  al lowing an  easing of  capaci ty and  

constraint  on the network.  The government  also encourages current  network  

operators  to  adopt  addi t ional  roles  and responsibi l i t ies  –  described as  

moving from ‘network operators’  to  ‘system operators’  –  in  order  to  bet ter  

manage the  t ransi t ion to  a low carbon economy.  For the l ikes  of  Ofgem and 

the Nat ional  Grid thi s  wil l  pr imari ly  involve comprehensive  reviews into the  

prices  that  consumers  wil l  pay  during the t ransi t ion as  wel l  as  invest igat ing 

connect ion and queue management  arrangements  for  the generators. 19 

Fundamental ly ,  the “Scot t ish Government  views progress  in  this  area as  vi tal  

to  ensure that  we get  the greatest  benefi t  f rom the network infrast ructure”,  

thus highl ight ing the interconnect io n between infrast ructura l  improvements ,  

the real isat ion of  wind energy exports  to  the grid,  and the wider pursui t  of 

a  low carbon economy.  

One such example of  innovat ion in  infrast ructure and technologies  can be  

seen in  Orkney.  The grid infrast ructure in  O rkney acts  as  a  microcosm of 

the wider  problem in Scot land.  Orkney current ly has  over 500 domest ic scale  

wind turbines ,  more  than any  other  county in  the UK.  Col lec t ively over the  

las t  several  years  these wind turbines  have al lowed Orkney to save over  

50,000 tonnes of  Carbon Dioxide emissions. 20 However,  s ince September 

2012 wind expansion has  been hal ted  due to  “a lack of  grid capaci ty” .  

Several  innovat ions have sought  to  reform network management  and energy  

management .  For instance,  in  2013 Scot t ish Hydro Power Dist r ibut ion 

pioneered  a new 2MW Lithium Ion  Bat tery with the  intent ion of  

demonstrat ing new ways to  “s tore c lean energy and release  i t  when 

required”.  A more recent  project  –  the ReFLEX ini t iat ive –  has  seen £28.5 

mil l ion worth of  funding to  create a ‘smart  energy is land’ .  The ReFLEX 

(Responsive Flexibi l i ty)  project  hopes to  spearhead a world -f i rs t  in  vir tual  

energy management  which would monitor  the generat ion of  energy as  wel l  

as  control  grid constraint  to  bet ter  regulate the supply -demand balance 

across  Orkney.  Funded by the UK government ,  the project  seeks to  

“ul t imately el iminate the need for  fossi l  fuels” and,  i f  successful ,  “be  

repl icated across  other  areas  in  the UK and internat ional ly.” 21 

The f inal  point  to  ment ion regarding infrast ructure is  the fal l ing costs  of 

development .  It  i s  now reported that  i t  i s  cheaper to  bui ld a wind farm than  

a coal  plant ,  and s ignif icant ly cheaper to  maintain i t  due to  there  being no  

requirement  for  an  input  ‘fuel’  as  wel l  as  the fewer s taff  needed to maintain  

the s i te . 22 One example is  the Minnesota -based Xcel  Energy which is  ret i r ing 

i ts  660MW of coal  capaci ty in  favour of  invest ing in  renewables  and bat tery  

storage.  Lazard’s  annual  Level ised Cost  of  Energy  analysis  report  found that  

 
19 https://www.gov.scot/publications/onshore-wind-policy-statement-9781788515283/ 
20 http://www.oref.co.uk/orkneys-energy/wind/ 
21 http://www.orkney.gov.uk/OIC-News/285m-ReFLEX-Orkney-project-to-create-a-smart-energy-
island.htm?fbclid=IwAR165agVlwZlukIi6hDNUTIE4PxpKV9rpV7I70JtHxHHAC0cDHFFOg6DSeA 
22 https://www.cbsnews.com/news/its-now-cheaper-to-build-a-new-wind-farm-than-to-keep-a-coal-plant-
running/ 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/onshore-wind-policy-statement-9781788515283/
http://www.oref.co.uk/orkneys-energy/wind/
http://www.orkney.gov.uk/OIC-News/285m-ReFLEX-Orkney-project-to-create-a-smart-energy-island.htm?fbclid=IwAR165agVlwZlukIi6hDNUTIE4PxpKV9rpV7I70JtHxHHAC0cDHFFOg6DSeA
http://www.orkney.gov.uk/OIC-News/285m-ReFLEX-Orkney-project-to-create-a-smart-energy-island.htm?fbclid=IwAR165agVlwZlukIi6hDNUTIE4PxpKV9rpV7I70JtHxHHAC0cDHFFOg6DSeA
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/its-now-cheaper-to-build-a-new-wind-farm-than-to-keep-a-coal-plant-running/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/its-now-cheaper-to-build-a-new-wind-farm-than-to-keep-a-coal-plant-running/
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even without  subsidies ,  wind “ can  be considerably”  cheaper than  

“convent ional  energy technologies”. 23 The decreasing prices  for  wind farms 

and the greater  returns  to  be made f rom them are good news considering the  

relat ively short  l i fe  span of  wind farms,  which wil l  need replacing in  the 

future.  According  to  a number of  s tudies ,  wind turbines  only have an  

operat ional  l i fespan  of  around 25 years . 2425 That  said,  turbines  can o ften be 

repaired for  a  frac t ion of  the price and ul t imately have their  l i fespan  

extended.  For instance,  a  replacement  ro tor  hub costs  only about  5% of the  

cost  of  a  new turbine,  and new bl ades  only 20%.  Furthermore,  given the  UK 

is  set  to  experience an 18% shortfal l  of  energy by 2030 i f  decarbonisat ion 

pol icies  cont inue,  then the UK (and part icularly Scot land) should cont inue 

to  invest  into both the development  of  new wind farms as  wel l  as  the Grid  

infrast ructure to  t ransport  the energy .  Another  factor ,  however,  worth  

discussing  is  the planning proces s;  what  is  i t s  current  format ,  and how might 

i t  be changed to help promote renewables?  

 

Planning 

Scot land,  alongside the rest  of  the UK,  has  incredibly complex planning 

procedures  for  the development  of  windfarms.  The case to  be made here is  

that  s ince the pre -exis t ing wind farms already have permission (or  rather ,  

s ince they al ready are bui l t ,  achieving a second round of  planning consent  

would be s ignif icant ly easier)  then  the government’s  commitment  to  

subsidis ing this  industry should cont inue.  For windfarms needing replacing,  

this  should be encouraged s ince the consent  is  largely al ready there,  whi le  

new windfarms should s t i l l  be encouraged.  Subsidies  act  as  a  great  incent ive  

for  developers  to  ac tual ly  go through the tedious planning process  required  

for  achieving consent  to  bui ld a wind farm in Scot land.  This  sect ion wil l  

out l ine the basic s t ructure for  achieving planning consent  in  Scot land ;  doing 

so wil l  also reveal  the complexi ty for  developers  and how easy i t  i s  for  them 

to be frustrated in  their  progress .  To put  i t  in  ini t ial  context ,  in  England 

(which has  a planning system not  diss imilar  to  Scot land) only one in  four 

planning off icials  say they understand  the guidance and procedures  set  out  

by the government  for  development . 26 

Figure 5  lays  out  the basic  process  through which a developer must  go to  

achieve  planning consent  for  a  wind farm. The s teps  are  numbered.  One 

should note this  process  is  for  developments  with less  than  50MW capaci ty.  

Projects  with a greater  capaci ty than 50MW go through a s imilar  process  but  

 
23 https://www.forbes.com/sites/energyinnovation/2018/12/03/plunging-prices-mean-building-new-
renewable-energy-is-cheaper-than-running-existing-coal/#419588b731f3 
24 https://wattsupwiththat.com/2018/12/29/wind-farm-turbines-wear-sooner-than-expected-says-study/ 
25 http://www.renewableenergyfocus.com/view/43817/the-end-of-the-line-for-today-s-wind-turbines/ 
26 https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/tories-onshore-wind-farm-production-turbines-climate-change-
a8327966.html 

https://www.forbes.com/sites/energyinnovation/2018/12/03/plunging-prices-mean-building-new-renewable-energy-is-cheaper-than-running-existing-coal/#419588b731f3
https://www.forbes.com/sites/energyinnovation/2018/12/03/plunging-prices-mean-building-new-renewable-energy-is-cheaper-than-running-existing-coal/#419588b731f3
https://wattsupwiththat.com/2018/12/29/wind-farm-turbines-wear-sooner-than-expected-says-study/
http://www.renewableenergyfocus.com/view/43817/the-end-of-the-line-for-today-s-wind-turbines/
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/tories-onshore-wind-farm-production-turbines-climate-change-a8327966.html
https://www.independent.co.uk/voices/tories-onshore-wind-farm-production-turbines-climate-change-a8327966.html
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are effect ively coordinated by the government’s  Energy Consents  Uni t  and 

the decis ion concluded by the minis ter .  

 

Figure 5:  Planning Process  (Scot land:  <50MW projects)  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

S tep 1:  The planning appl icat ion is  sent  to  the Local  Planning Authori ty 

(LPA),  which is  specif ic  to  each counci l  area such as  Perth and Kinross  

Counci l .  

Step 2:  The LPA will  di rect  a  local  Planning Officer  to  produce a report  on  

the specif ic  development .   

Step 3:  This  requires  consul tat ion with s tatutory consul tees  such  as  the 

Scot t ish Environment  Protect ion Agency (SEPA) and the Minis t ry of  

Defence (MOD),  as  wel l  as  consul tat ion with non -statutory consul tees  l ike 

the Pol ice and the RSPB.  
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Step 4:  The Planning Officer  wil l  then produce his  verdict  to  the LPA, ei ther  

recommending the development  to  go ahead or  advis ing against  i t .  

S teps 5 and 6:  The LPA, having considered the advice from the Planning 

Officer ,  wi l l  ei ther  approve the project  or  reject  i t .  

S tep 7:  If  the development  is  rejected  by the LPA,  the developers  of  the 

wind farm can appeal  the decis ion.  

Steps 8 and 9:  Having appealed the decis ion by t he LPA, a Local  Publ ic 

Inquiry  is  launched to invest igate whether  the LPA and Planning Officer  had 

come to the correct  decis ion.  It  i s  conducted by a Reporter  from the Scot t ish 

Execut ive Inquiry Reporters  Uni t .  The Reporter  wil l  reconsider  al l  ini t ial  

informat ion given by consul tees  to  the Planning Officer .  The Reporter  wil l  

decide i f  the Planning Officer  reached the r ight  decis ion,  and further  i f  the  

LPA was correct  to  ei ther  heed his  advice or  go  against  i t .  Should the 

Reporter  disagree  with the decis ion by the LPA, they may approve the s i te  

and overturn  the decis ion.  Al ternat ively,  they may agree with the LPA and 

reject  the development .  

Step 10:  Should the Reporter  disagree with the LPA and approve the s i te ,  

the decis ion may further  be  appealed through a judicial  review through 

which the opposi t ion may claim the Reporter  acted ul tra vires .   

Evident ly,  the process  can go one of  two ways.  It  can ei ther  be swift ly  

approved by the LPA (Step 5)  or  may be upset  to  no ends by mult iple 

disagreeing part ies  (Steps 7  through 10).  While nat ional  pol icy may exis t  to 

promote the posi t ive idea of  a  low carbon economy,  the discret ion of  a  very  

smal l  number of  local  counci l lors  (or  indeed Planning Officers)  can frustrate  

developments ,  forcing them to be incredibly convolute d and circui tous.  

Since the LPA is  the f i rs t  point  of  contact  between a developer and the 

planning authori t ies ,  this  part  of  the process  should be focused on closely.  

In  fact ,  the government  places  specif ic  emphasis  on the concerns of  the local  

community when addressing planning permissions for  wind farms.  As the  

government  s tated in  2015,  “counci ls  should only grant  permission i f :  the 

si te  is  in  an area ident i f ied as  sui table for  wind energy as  part  of  a  Local  or  

Neighbourhood Plan;  and fol lowing consul tat ion,  the planning impacts  

ident i f ied by affected local  communit ies  have been ful ly  addressed and  

therefore has  their  backing”. 27 This  is  certainly not  a  bad thing,  and this 

report  does not  mean to say that  local  communit ies  should not  have a say in  

the development  of  new si tes .  What  this  report  does highl ight  though is the 

inconsis tency  of  reasons by which a counci l  may interpre t  l ocal  concerns  

and thus block the expansion of  local ised renewable  sources .  Consider  the  

fol lowing examples .  

In  North Yorkshire  f ive 100m high wind turbines  were  refused permission 

due to  visual  degradat ion of  the landscape,  wi th an inspector  not ing that  th e 

rural  landscape “contr ibuted to  the area’s  dis t inct ive character”.  Compare  

 
27 https://www.gov.uk/government/news/giving-local-people-the-final-say-over-onshore-wind-farms 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/giving-local-people-the-final-say-over-onshore-wind-farms
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this  to  a s imilar  case in  Lancashire,  where a 125m high MW wind turbine  

was approved,  with the inspector  s tat ing  now that  “such s t ructures  were not  

uncommon and could become an ac cepted part  of  the landscape”.  Perhaps  

even more vague and obscure is  a  case f rom Somerset ,  where two 24m high  

turbines  were refused permission due to  having an “adverse”  effect  on horses  

at  a  nearby racecourse.  Almost  ut ter ly  negat ing this  posi t ion is  an example 

from Leicestershire  in  which 125 80m high turbines  were approved for  

construct ion after  the inspector  concluded that  the noise for  these (each one 

four t imes the s ize of  those in  Somerset)  were “within nat ional ly accepted  

l imits  and suggested condi t ions were reasonable and enforceable”.  Consider  

this  f inal  example,  and how in certain instances  an  inspector  may deem any 

and al l  object ions i r relevant  i f  the s i te  serves  to  promote clean energy  and  

help counter  cl imate change.  A proposal  for  a  127m wind  turbine (at  a  

sewage plant ,  no less)  was disregarded fol lowing concerns that  i t s  erect ion 

would diminish the view of Lichfield Cathedral  from a specif ic  locat ion to  

the South-West .  Conversely,  a  much larger  project  of  four 121m wind 

turbines  were approved  along the scenic Solway coast  af ter  the inspector  

concluded that  landscape ruinat ion and  the impact  on local  tourism were  

outweighed by the “need to  combat  global  warming and  improve energy  

securi ty .”  A s imilar  case can be found in Yorkshire,  where  f indin gs gave 

“signif icant  weight”  to  the idea that  the wind turbine “would help reduce 

greenhouse  gas  emissions”. 28 S ince the decis ion to  al low a development  fal ls  

on the discret ion of  a  smal l  number of  planning off icials  or  counci l lors ,  and 

the cri ter ia  by which their  decis ion is  made can invariably  be changed,  one  

f inds there to  be an incredible degree of  unpredictabi l i ty .  Further ,  i t  seems 

a decis ion over  whether  a  wind farm or  turbine gets  permission is  qui te  a  

subject ive process ,  dependent  on factors  such as  one’s  propensi ty  to  cl imate 

change or  personal  dispensat ion to  landscape preservat ion.  Indeed,  is  i t  not  

a  personal  opinion in  the f i rs t  place whether  a  wind farm si te  complements  

or  diminishes  the vi sual  value  of  a  landscape,  especial ly  i f  the al ternat iv e i s  

a  coal  or  oi l  plant  in  a different  locat ion?  For instance,  one supporter  for  

windfarms in the Borders  s tated  [wind turbines]  “are an aesthet ical ly  

pleasing way of  producing power with minimal  impact  on the  

environment”. 29 Moreover,  a  planning appl icat i on must  also contend with 

pol i t ical  party loyal t ies  within the LPAs. Reflect  on the various possibi l i t ies 

of how a local  counci l  might  be composed,  and what  each party’s  posi t ion 

might  be.  While the  Conservat ives  espouse a nat ional  pol icy in  favour of  

renewables ,  more t radi t ional  Conservat ives  might  oppose this  (perhaps  

ref lected in  the withdrawal  of  subsidies  for  wind  farms) .  How might  Labour 

counci l lors  view i t ,  especial ly  given the tendency for  Labour areas  to  be  

former s i tes  of  heavy industry such as  coal? How might  local  Labour 

counci l lors ,  keen  to  ensure re -elect ion rebel  against  their  party’s  of f icial  

posi t ion of  pro-wind farms? 30 31 Or,  to  be fai r  to  both s ides ,  how might  Green 

party counci l lors  veto concerns of  locals  to  pursue overt ly  carbon neut r al  

 
28 House of Commons Briefing Paper: Planning for Onshore Wind (13 July 2016) 
29 https://www.thesouthernreporter.co.uk/news/millionaire-aristo-fights-wind-farm-with-warning-over-lure-
of-riches-1-1820535 
30 https://www.theguardian.com/big-energy-debate/2014/nov/28/onshore-wind-power-council-planning-
approvals 
31 https://www.ft.com/content/4952ecca-bda5-11e8-94b2-17176fbf93f5 

https://www.thesouthernreporter.co.uk/news/millionaire-aristo-fights-wind-farm-with-warning-over-lure-of-riches-1-1820535
https://www.thesouthernreporter.co.uk/news/millionaire-aristo-fights-wind-farm-with-warning-over-lure-of-riches-1-1820535
https://www.theguardian.com/big-energy-debate/2014/nov/28/onshore-wind-power-council-planning-approvals
https://www.theguardian.com/big-energy-debate/2014/nov/28/onshore-wind-power-council-planning-approvals
https://www.ft.com/content/4952ecca-bda5-11e8-94b2-17176fbf93f5
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pol icies?  This  al l  said,  i t  i s  worth emphasis ing that  this  report  does not  

discard the opinion of  those who object  to  wind farms,  often the grievances  

are wel l  founded.  However,  one  should approach  the issue  with except ional  

considerat ion to  what  the na t ional  pol icy is  to cl imate change and the  

cont inued need for  energy t ransi t ion.  In  addi t ion,  object ions to  visual 

degradat ion of  landscapes should perhaps contextual ise their  object ions with 

the knowledge that  such s i tes  and turbines  are only  temporary s t ructures;  

they can certainly be removed in the future should a more appropriate source  

of  clean energy arise.  

One f inal  aspect  to  the planning process  worth highl ight ing to  the reader is  

the length of  t ime achieving planning consent  can take.  These est imat ions 

can vary  but  offer  a  general  look at  the t imescale.  The preparat ion of  a  wind  

farm development  appl icat ion can  take  between two and three years ,  though 

is  of  course smal ler  for  domest ic wind turbines .  It  takes  roughly between 6  

and 12 months for  the LPA to  consider  an appl icat ion and  for  the Planning  

Officer  to  l iaise  with the consul tees .  If  the appl icat ion is  not  approved from 

here and is  frust rated by object ions,  then an  appeals  process  can  lead to  the  

publ ic inquiry.  It  can take around a year  for  th e two part ies  to  prepare.  It  

takes  around 6 months for  the hearing to  s i t  and between 3 to  6 months for  

the reporter  to  wri te  his  verdict .  On top of  al l  of  this ,  a  judicial  review can 

take a  further  year  should an appl icat ion be further  appealed.  One shoul d  

also remember that  al l  of  this  requires  a  huge amount  of  t ime and  funding 

that  not  al l  developers  can afford.  

 

Figure 6:  General  Indicat ion of  Planning Times by Stage  
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What can be taken f rom al l  of  this?  The government  is  absolutely correct  to  

take into account  the concerns of  local  communit ies .  However,  the abi l i ty  

to  frust rate developments  is ,  in  the view of this  report ,  too s t rong.  What  is  

required is  more robust  and informat ive guidel ines  from the government  that  

complement  their  off icial  s tance on the need to  int roduce clean energy 

nat ionwide.  One such example for  reform might  be for  a l l  proposi t ions,  

regardless  of  capaci ty,  to  go to the Energy Consents  Uni t  for  evaluat ion.  

From here a f inal  decis ion can  be made authori tat ively by  f i rmly direct ing 

top-down research and analysis  from the  local  counci l ,  the p lanning off icer  

and al l  consul tees .  This  might  of  course raise object ions about  the 

central isat ion of  power and removal  of  appeals  process ,  though more checks  

and balances can be  implemented to  compliment  this  new process .  An 

overriding concern throughout  should be  what  exact ly  the government  hopes  

to  achieve through wind energy.   

 

Concluding Comment  

This  report  opened by not ing the prominence of  wind energy in  Scot land as 

part  of  the UK ’s ,  and the world’s ,  dr ive for  phasing out  fossi l  fuels  from the 

energy system. The support  from the Bri t ish government  is  however  

wavering and subsidies  have been  withdrawn for  onshore windfarms.  This  

can perhaps be put  down to the poor infrast ruct ure that  exis ts  in  the very 

same regions that  enjoy  high wind speeds.  The consequence is  that  constraint  

payments  can be very cost ly  and discourage support  for  the ini t iat ives .  The 

advice from this  report  would be that ,  assuming there be cont inued 

investment  to  grid infrast ructure,  constraint  payments  are only a temporary  

i ssue and that  whi le Scot land’s  energy needs can largely be met  by wind,  

the rest  of  the UK wil l  inevi tably desire to  benefi t  f rom cont inued wind 

investment .  Alongside this  though  is  a  need to  reform the  p lanning system. 

Emphasis  was placed on highl ighting the contradict ions in  the planning 

phase,  and how plans to  t ransi t ion to  a clean energy economy can be 

frustrated,  sometimes indefini tely.  This  report  does not  advise the removal  

of  the appeals  process  in  any shape or  form, though does hope the 

government  can f ind  a way to bet ter  di rect  and advise planning off icials  to  

correspond to the  nat ional  interest  for  clean energy.  This  should be of  

part icular  importance given  the UK government’s  re cent  declarat ion of  a  

‘Cl imate Emergency’ which,  as  wil l  become evident ,  wi l l  force act ion from 

words.  

 

  


