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UK installs 556MW of new solar capacity in first six 
months of 2022
During the first six months of 2022, the 
UK posted 80% growth in new solar 
PV installations compared to the same 
period last year, with 556MW of capac-
ity installed. This article explains the 
factors driving this growth and what can 
be expected for the rest of 2022 and 
into 2023.

A reminder also that Solar Media will be 
hosting the UK Solar Summit event in Lon-
don on 14-15 September 2022; to attend 
or be part of this two-day event, follow the 
links at the landing page here.

Growth across all key segments
The most general segmentation of the UK 
market is across residential installations, 
small commercial rooftops (<100kW), 
large commercial rooftops (>100kW) and 
ground-mount (dominated by utility-scale 
solar farms). The key segments driving 
current growth are coming from residential, 
large commercial rooftops and ground-
mount sites.

Residential is seeing huge growth today, 
with the sector fully recovered from the 
reset that occurred at the start of 2019, 
when FiTs ended. New builds form the 
basis of this market recovery. The graphic 
below illustrates this clearly.

The industry is still well below the bounty 
year of 2010 when FiTs were first intro-
duced at 42p/kWh, causing a landslide 

of privately owned, domestic PV installa-
tions. Gradually, the volumes declined as 
FiTs were phased out to the start of 2019. 
Thereafter, the growth has been constant, 
with the exception of a pause for a few 
months at the start of 2020 caused by 
COVID working restrictions.

Currently, the residential sector is trending 
north of 100MW per quarter, and there ap-
pears to be no slowdown in growth. At this 
point, we are forecasting residential de-
ployment in 2022 to reach about 400MW.

The most encouraging segment seeing 
strong deployment in the UK today must 
surely be the large commercial space, a 
market that never managed to gain any 
traction in the past. The reasons for this, 
as discussed previously, include that while 
there was a general lethargy in the market 
before 2020 (attributed then largely to 
incentive step-downs occurring faster than 
commercial rooftops could be enabled), 
the main reason for the new impetus in the 
commercial rooftop space is coming from 
environmental and sustainability targets set 
by corporates (aided by securitisation of 
energy supply).

The graph below looks at quarterly growth 
in the 100kW-plus commercial rooftop 
market. Behind this growth in installa-
tions is a vibrant new planning trajectory, 
discussed in more detail in a recent article 
on Solar Power Portal.

The ground-mount utility sector is still 
the segment of the market that will be 
the largest contributor in coming years, 
in terms of new capacity added. This was 
true in the past, before major utilities 
(such as EDF, Statkraft and ScottishPower) 
released massive investments into the 
market, before the UK had reprioritised 
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“The most encouraging segment seeing 
strong deployment in the UK today must 

surely be the large commercial space,” 
writes Colville. 

The residential segment in the UK is growing at a 
phenomenal rate, and is almost approaching levels 
last seen when FiT rates were 22p/kWh back in 2012. 

The commercial rooftop market in the UK is under-
going explosive growth, up more than 135% during 
the first half of 2022, compared to installations 
during 1H’21.
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renewable energy contributions and net-
zero targets, before the war in Ukraine 
that spooked the world in terms of short-
term energy security and before the an-
nouncement last week that 2.2GW of new 
solar PV had been successful in the recent 
CfD Round 4 auction.

All these factors only add to the hunger 
and desire to deploy large-scale solar in 
the UK over the next decade. The ques-
tion is: how much and how soon?

It only takes a handful of 50MW sites be-
ing built to quickly add new capacity lev-
els, and this is what has been happening 
(all subsidy-free) during 2021 and 2022. 
The build process here has been some-
what lumpy over the past few years, and 
much of it below the radar, but there has 
been a steady flow of new subsidy-free 
(private PPA secured) solar farms added.

Clearly, the new capacity allocated under 
CfD Round 4 now provides a baseline 
of capacity, but there has been a huge 
amount of consented site conditional 
discharge underway on 20-50MW sites 
during the past 12 months (over and 
above the new scoping and full planning 
applications). As such, there is significant 
capacity that could be added on the 

ground before the end of 2022. How-
ever, most of the sites do not have time 
constraints so could easily be carried over 
to 2023 if component availability or costs 
don’t look attractive in the near term.

Market size in 2022 and 2023
Before we look at the market for 2022 
and 2023, let’s review the overall quarterly 
capacity added up to the end of Q2’22 
(30 June 2022).

The final market size for 2022 will depend 
on how many of the subsidy-free 50MW 
sites are done between now and year-
end. This is impossible to know, and the 
figure could be anywhere from 250MW up 
to 750MW.

However, it is important to get a marker 
out there. For this, we are now work-
ing off 800MW rooftop and 500MW on 
the ground, for an overall market size of 
1.3GW. This probably has an error bar 
of 15% on the low side and 10% on the 
high side. So the final deployment level 
for 2022 could be anywhere between 
1.1-1.4GW. We will have better clarity on 
this when we release the Q3’22 numbers 
during October 2022.

Going into 2023, rooftop is likely to grow 
at about 30% Y/Y, and the ground-mount 
sector could easily get to 1GW. Com-
bined, we have a market of 2GW for 2023 
and this could well be on the low side if 
anything.

Any way you look at it, the UK solar 
industry is well on the way to sustained 
GW-plus of new capacity being added 
each year going forward. For sure, other 
curveballs will be thrown into the mix 
going forward: some negative and some 
positive. But assuming no major road-
blocks, the UK could easily settle into a 
2-3GW per annum market during 2024 
and 2025.

During the subsidy-free phase in UK solar, from 
Q2’19 onwards, there has been strong growth 
across the key residential, commercial rooftop and 
ground-mount sectors.

Im
ag

e:
 S

ol
ar

 M
ed

ia
.

14  Ju ly  2022  |  F in lay  Co lv i l l e ,  Head  o f  marke t  resea rch

https://uss.solarenergyevents.com/


CfD Round 4 analysis: Where are the sites and who 
were the winners?

Last week, the results of Round 4 of the 
Contracts for Difference (CfD) auction 
were released, showing that solar PV 
had been successful in winning con-
tracted supply for 2.2GW of new capac-
ity to be added in the next few years.

This article summarises the key findings, 
showing where the capacity will be lo-
cated across the UK, and how it is divided 
up across site ownership categories by 
company type.

Mapping the winning projects by 
audit-trail
Since the UK solar sector kick-started 
back in 2010, the Solar Power Portal team 
has been the leading voice covering the 
market. When the subsidy period for UK 
solar finished at the start of 2017, our mar-
ket research team started to compile all 
post-subsidy ground-mounted projects. 
And in 2019, we released our monthly da-
tabase, the UK Large-Scale Solar Farms: 
The Post-Subsidy Prospect List report. 
This report includes all projects (legacy 

carried over from FiT/ROC planning) 
and new sites that form the pipeline of 
UK ground-mounted deployment going 
forward. The pipeline of projects currently 
stands at 41GW and is growing every 
month.

Since the report is way more than just a 
list of projects – it covers full audit trails, 
owners, site build-out evolution from 
screening to construction – mapping the 
60-plus winning projects in the recent CfD 
auction was a simple process. Today, we 
sent out an ad hoc release of the data-
base report to current subscribers, show-
ing them the full details of the 2.2GW 
allocated in the auction last week.

The following sections summarises the 
key findings of the CfD Round 4 winners.

Where is all the CfD solar capacity 
located?
The first thing to say is that sites in the UK 
are owned by Special Purpose Vehicles 
(SPVs), and often the naming is legacy 

and predates any formal planning docu-
mentation. Often, by the time sites are 
sitting in final-owner portfolios, they have 
been through 3-4 different owners. So, it 
should come as no surprise that reading 
off site owners based on SPV names can, 
and generally does, lead you down a 
garden path.

Similarly, sites are often spuriously named 
and quite often are not even close to the 
town, city or region that appears in their 
title. Actually, most sites have multiple 
names; knowing each of them can often 
be as important as having the correct 
ownership status for the SPVs.

Even with 40GW of pipeline capacity 
segmented across a whole range of site-
specific auditing, it still took our research 
team a couple of days to match all the 
sites up to the listings in the auction re-
lease. Having done this, we chose to look 
at categories that best help to under-
stand the 2.2GW of incentivised capacity.

First, let’s look at where the capacity is 
around the UK. The timing of this is inter-
esting, with an article I wrote last week on 
Solar Power Portal looking at all non-Lo-
cal Planning Authority (LPA)  designated 
projects, and where the Nationally Signifi-
cant Infrastructure Projects (NSIPs) (and 
similar in Scotland/Wales) are located. 
One might wonder if there is a match with 
the latest CfD results?

The answer to the question above is a 
resounding ‘yes’, despite the fact that all 
but one of the CfD sites in England are 
LPA adjudicated, not at the NSIP level 
(which was the basis of the geographic 
breakdown of the England sites in the 
article last week).

4
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Solar won 2.2GW of contracts in AR4, the first 
auction round it has been able to take part of 
since 2015. 
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82% of the 2.2GW of CfD solar capacity 
awarded is spread across the Midlands 
(East and West), the East of England and 
the South (East and West). Planned NSIP 
activity in England is concentrated in the 
Midlands, the East of England and the 
South East (more than 60% of national 
non-LPA pipeline capacity).

Last week, I showed the East Midlands 
dominates mega-scale (NSIP, Scottish/
Welsh Government) adjudicated pipe-
line capacity in the UK. The results from 
the CfD auction also follow this trend, 
with about 25% of awarded CfD capacity 
located in the East Midlands (in particular 
Bassetlaw, East Lindsey, and East/South 
Northamptonshire). The reasons for this 
were covered in the article last week.

The only difference between NSIP activity 
and awarded CfD sites, from a geograph-
ic standpoint, is the South West; Devon, 
Dorset, Gloucestershire and Wiltshire 
account for almost 400MW of capacity.

Who owns all the sites?
Seventeen companies/vehicles own the 
2.2GW of CfD solar capacity awarded, but 
there were four big winners that account-
ed for half of the total. These four big 
winners have different business models, 
so this prompted our team to look at as-
signing the 2.2GW of CfD solar capacity 
by company ‘type’.

The largest contribution (31%) comes 
from six companies that can be grouped 
as: Site-Build Financing (Institutional & 

Short/Mid Term Owning). These are the 
closest to city investment vehicles that 
traditionally acquired sites post-build, but 
are now investing earlier, while bringing in 
finance for construction also.

Five companies can be labelled as: Inte-
grated Developer & EPC (TP-Finance & 
Post-Build Flip). These account for 25% of 
the capacity, and are EPC-strong entities 
that play just upstream (development) 
and downstream (using third-party con-
struction finance and flipping post-build).

Four companies can be assigned as: Pure-
play Developer (Pre-Build Flip). These 
companies are the closest to early-stage 
developers by trade, most often selling 
approved/consented sites to others (in-
cluding the above two categories). These 
four companies account for about 24% of 
capacity. This is potentially capacity that 
could go through ownership changes in 
the coming 12-18 months.

The final category is: Site-Build Financing 
(Utility & Long Term Owning). This is a 
grouping specific to utilities (UK/Europe-
an/Global) that have full value chain par-
ticipation as part of long-term ownership 
(typically within a targeted renewables 
goal). Two companies here account for 
about 21% of allocated CfD capacity.

How each of the companies above pro-
gresses with their allocated CfD capac-
ity will ultimately determine the role of 
suppliers and partners needed to bring 
the sites through to completion. Some 

will rather micromanage the entire pro-
cess; others will rely on sub-contractors 
to bring in much of the know-how and 
expertise. But all will likely be different, in 
terms of site-specific tactics.

How to learn more about the solar 
CfD projects
There are now several routes that help in 
this regard.

The most useful tool is the UK Large-
Scale Solar Farms: The Post-Subsidy 
Prospect List, newly refreshed today to 
allow filtering out all the 2.2GW of solar 
CfD projects, fully detailed across a wide 
range of pre-build/ownership categories. 
More details on how to subscribe this 
monthly-released report can be found 
here.

Next week (Wednesday 20 July) I am de-
livering a free online webinar, covering all 
things UK solar at the moment. This will 
of course include CfD activity but will also 
cover UK deployment and pipelines now 
for rooftop and ground-mount segments. 
Details on how to sign up to the webinar 
can be found here.

Finally, we will be including a CfD-specific 
session in the upcoming UK Solar Summit 
event in London on 14-15 September 
2022. Details on how to attend or be part 
of this two-day event run by Solar Power 
Portal’s publisher Solar Media can be 
found here.
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6

The UK’s solar landscape to 2030: factors driving 
growth & challenges from global supply chains

Over the next few months, our mar-
ket research team will be hosting key 
events in the UK, explaining what the 
solar landscape in the UK will look like 
out to 2030, including factors that are 
driving growth forecasts and issues re-
lated to the supply of key components.

This article discusses the themes under-
pinning these issues. Further details will 
be outlined during a free webinar on 
20 July 2022 that I will deliver online. To 
register, follow the link here.

Thereafter, the main event for stakehold-
ers within the UK’s sector will be our 
flagship event in London – the UK Solar 
Summit conference – on 14 - 15 Septem-
ber 2022. Details on how to participate 
in the event (as a speaker, partner or at-
tendee) are outlined on the event landing 
page here.

UK solar demand is part of a major 
global uptick in PV
At face value, it might look like the UK 
is unique and special, with its own set of 
solar ambitions and targets, stimulating 
post-subsidy growth metrics across resi-
dential, commercial rooftop and ground-
mount segments.

While this is heartwarming to UK stake-
holders, the reality is that the UK is just 
another country globally that has been 
subjected to a coming together of dif-
ferent environmental, social and financial 
drivers.

The pace at which this has happened in 
the past 24 months has been blistering. It 
is like a tsunami of demand for solar has 
hit the world, and the UK is now one of 
many countries and regions participating 
in this onslaught of demand, fighting for a 
finite supply of the most important part – 
the modules.

Perhaps what has muddied the waters 
within the UK is the history of solar in the 
country, and the start/stop phases dic-
tated by the period of production-based 
incentives between 2010 and 2017.

It is all too easy to conclude that UK solar 
has gone through an isolated journey, 
starting with no incentives (pre-2010), 
lucrative incentives (2010-2017),  phasing 
out of incentives (2017-2020), followed 
by locally-driven post-subsidy dynamics 
(post-2020).

Indeed, we have commented regularly 
over the past couple of years on the 
growth in commercial rooftop installations 
and the pipeline of utility-scale ground-
mounted projects (now over 40GW).

But, ultimately, the UK does not manu-
facture products, and is at the whim of 
Asian supply, raw material price volatility 
and shipping costs. No slight here: China 
makes more than 90% of everything these 
days, and in some cases (for key parts of 
the value chain, including wafers used in 
cells) virtually 100%.

So, the UK is now in a fight globally to 
secure modules made in China (or by Chi-
nese owned facilities in Southeast Asia).

It should be a nice problem for the indus-
try: stratospheric demand in the absence 
of government hand-outs. But for now, it 
is a bun fight to secure product globally, 
and the entities suffering most are those 
seeking to fulfil gigawatt-plus portfolio 
build-outs in the near to mid-term.

There are just too many buyers! And over 
the next few years, many global utili-
ties and corporates will fail to meet their 
declared goals (as part of net zero aspira-
tions or corporate targets), simply by not 
getting enough modules.

As such, UK solar is contributing to the 
huge uptick in global PV demand, but is 
also subject to the frailties of being just 
another country controlled by external 
forces beyond its control.

Sadly for developers and investors (and 
especially those in the UK and Europe 
that did business in the past), the days 
of having buying power on the back of a 
single 50-100MW site - or indeed 1GW 
contracted volume of modules – are 
gone. To say it is a sellers-market today is 
a gross understatement.

07  Ju ly  2022  |  F in lay  Co lv i l l e ,  Head  o f  marke t  resea rch



https://uss.solarenergyevents.com/


7

All said and done, 2022 is a massive year 
for solar deployment globally. More than 
250GW of modules will be produced and 
shipped, with more than 200GW going 
to commercial, industrial and utility sites. 
The goal for end users is to be part of 
this mix, and not one of many unable to 
secure supply.

The same type of landscape will likely 
unfold in 2023/2024. Anyone waiting for 
a return to former times, when module 
supply was in abundance and pricing 
was routinely falling, could be playing 
high risk stakes. More than ever, the solar 
industry in the UK needs to understand 
that the boom in solar is not localised but 
happening everywhere globally.

Unlearning business practices from 
the UK’s first boom phase
During the interim period - after subsidies 
expired and the UK was adjusting to a 
landscape absent of government-backed 
production-based revenue streams - the 
world changed. By the time developers 
and installers had reset business models, 
demand had rebounded on the back of 
corporate ESG goals and net zero targets.

In the new normal today, solar module 
availability, performance and pricing is 
now substantially different to the first 
phase of UK solar deployment.

Simply expecting to have modules avail-
able at the drop of a hat is no longer an 
option. Predicting module pricing in 6-12 
months has also changed; gone are the 
days of simply factoring in 5-10% annual 
price declines.

Module supply is no longer dominated 
by the previous go-to technology type 
that was common in the past, namely 
p-type multi panels (60 or 72 full-cell 
formats). PV technology is dominated 
by p-type mono PERC, and modules are 
now bifacial in design by default (owing 
to cells being made bifacial as standard). 
And lastly, module formats are now much 
larger, consisting of more cells (larger, up 
to 8 inches) and typically half-cut before 
module assembly.

The standard offering now for rooftops 
is close to 400W (mono-facial deployed, 
even if bifacial capable), with some larger 
rooftops using 540-550W panels even. For 
ground-mount, panels are usually 540-
550W, with 580-590W versions (or above 
600W) also being deployed.

This is the state of play in 2022. However, 
many solar farms in the UK will not be 
constructed for a few years. By this time, 
it is likely the entire industry will have 
shifted to even higher performing n-type 
solar panels, with an extra 30-50W single-
side power rating (Wp-dc at STC).

Shrewd developers (and investors) now 
need to be designing models based on 
n-type bifacial deployment, something 
that can only assist in terms of reducing 
acreage and increasing yield.

Another changing dynamic relates to buy-
ing modules without having to undertake 
any great scrutiny on origin of manufac-
ture or upstream supply chains. For years, 
the UK – like most end markets with the 
exception of the US – has been able to 
buy modules directly from China, with 
little consideration on the above-noted 
factors. This practice has now ended.

While the US is the only country actively 
putting anti-China measures in place (im-
pacting on cells and modules being made 
in Southeast Asia, in addition to polysili-
con issues relating to Xinjiang province), 
there is an underlying shift going on that 
is causing global solar buyers/owners/off-
takers to be environmentally and socially 
‘conscious’.

Given that 97% of module suppliers 
globally have no strong control over the 
wafers, polysilicon and mg-Si produc-
tion/supply, it is a hugely important issue 
today. It is also a hugely complicated 
question, and one that I will discuss in 
more detail on the forthcoming webinar 
and at the conference in London in Sep-
tember. In short, however, a level of due 
diligence now needs to be undertaken 
when buying modules in the UK that 
was not in place during the first wave of 
deployment.

What is happening now in the UK 
solar market?
There are several drivers in the UK today 
that will likely push 2022 installations 
close to the gigawatt-level. This can be 
understood best by segmenting the 
market into various groupings: residen-
tial, public-sector rooftops, commercial 
rooftops (both occupier-owned and 
third-party owned/leased), public-sector 
ground-mount, and commercial/util-
ity ground-mount. Here, I have used 
the ‘public-sector’ tag quite loosely to 
encompass academy trusts, water utilities, 
privately-owned care homes, NHS sites 
and other similar (or not-for-profit) enti-
ties.

Residential has a life of its own, with com-
ponent supply going through distribution 
channels. The public-sector grouping 
above also follows this type of business 
model, with the exception of some of the 
larger ground-mount sites.

This leaves the major interest today within 
the UK solar sector coming from commer-
cial rooftops and utility-scale solar farms. 
Each of these is now discussed below.

UK’s largest rooftop site planned for 
Boots Campus in Nottingham
Commercial rooftop solar activity in the 
UK is thriving, epitomised by the current 
plans by Boots (the Chemist) to install 
almost 7MW on their campus rooftops in 
Nottingham. While on this high side for a 
rooftop project, it is just one of hundreds 
of commercial installations being under-
taken today or planned for the next few 
months.

Previously a hard sell to get corporates 
to install solar panels on rooftops in the 
UK, things could not look more different 
today. The reason? Corporate net-zero 
goals, 2030 targets, ESG branding, etc. 
But perhaps the biggest driver now is 
that companies can’t ‘afford’ not to have 
a net zero or environmentally-acceptable 
roadmap/plan to decouple their carbon 
footprint from legacy fossil fuel reliance.

Yes, there are other factors at play; 
decoupling from energy price volatility, 
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investing capex today with a clear return 
on investment target, etc. But these 
are secondary to the potential loss of 
company branding (or share price impact) 
by not being on the right side of environ-
mentally-friendly public perceptions and 
expectations.

So, what we see now in the UK (and 
during the past 12 months) is a rush to 
get planning approved for commercial 
rooftop space. Everyone is active here, 
from major nationwide retailers and car 
showroom premises to bespoke com-
mercial units and agricultural buildings. 
Each month, the number of planned sites 
grows. It is indeed a bounty time for the 
UK solar installer, with almost no concerns 
over lumpiness in business that histori-
cally hit working capital and led many to 
incur unmanageable debts.

The graphic below shows this trend 
clearly; the planned commercial rooftop 
capacity by month (adding up individual 
sites above 100kWp-dc), going back to 
three years to mid-2019, after FiTs had 
expired.

Ground-mount planning at record 
levels with mega-solar grabbing the 
headlines
Since ROCs expired in 2017, the ground-
mount sector has been the subject of 
considerable new site planning. This has 
seen the pipeline of potential projects 
grow from just a few gigawatts at the start 
of 2019 to over 40GW today.

This 40GW figure is comprised of many 
early-stage applications (screening or 

scoping requests), both at the local plan-
ning authority level (LPA) and, for larger 
projects, falling under NSIP or Scottish/
Welsh government departments.

A key part of this 40GW total is coming 
from ‘mega-scale’ projects, as high as 
500MW or above in some cases. Cur-
rently, there is about 17GW of capacity 
under this category, and the media is full 
of discussion here. This is not a surprise.

On the one hand, some may argue that 
these large site proposals are just a natu-
ral consequence of solar being scaled 
beyond the legacy LPA threshold levels, 
meeting a key part of the UK’s long-term 
net zero targets. However, there is also a 
danger that the sheer scale of these proj-
ects could be to the detriment of ground-
mounted solar growth going forward.

It is an incredibly difficult topic to predict. 
We have all seen how much public opin-
ion can influence policy making, and for 
example, how this impacted the onshore 
wind segment in the past few years. 
One should never forget that, at heart, 
everyone exhibits some NIMBY traits. The 
only saving grace today in the UK is that 
most politicians now have more pressing 
matters to deal with in terms of staying in 
office, than making a pledge to safeguard 
land against any form of industrialisation.

However, it should be obvious that plan-
ning a large project somewhere in the 
home counties, and in the backyard of a 
prominent cabinet minister (whoever they 
are at any given time!) is perhaps not a 
good move. On a more serious note, it 
would be catastrophic for the entire sec-
tor (LPA designated or not) if there was 
then a backlash that affected everyone by 
way of changes to planning legislation.

Of the 17GW of projects that fall under 
this category, it appears that only one 
is moving ahead currently, gradually 
discharging pre-build conditions after 
planning had been approved. This is the 
Cleve Hill site in Kent, probably the first 
to hit the NSIP stage in England. By all ac-
counts, this does look like being the first 
mega-solar project to be built in the UK in 

the short-term.

It should be noted that many of the 
projects comprising the 17GW capacity 
are nowhere near as advanced as Cleve 
Hill. The majority in fact are pending any 
full planning application (NSIP or Scot-
tish/Welsh government level). A bunch 
are also simply placeholders for contracts 
for Transmission Entry Capacity (TEC) and 
exist only at the SPV level.

The graph below shows the geographic 
split of this 17GW. About 4GW falls under 
the remit of the Scottish and Welsh 
governments, with the 3GW in Wales at 
a more advanced stage than in Scotland. 
The remaining 13GW is spread across 
England.

Half of the 17GW across the UK is located 
across the East Midlands, the East of 
England and the West Midlands, with the 
East Midlands by far the most prominent. 
This focus on the East Midlands is driven 
by capacity freed up from three decom-
missioned coal-fired power stations: 
West Burton, Cottam and Drakelow. This 
accounts for much of the mainstream 
press coverage relating to some of the 
solar projects planned across the East 
Midlands and the East of England, and 
leads me on to the final topic of discus-
sion within this feature: making the case 
for large-scale solar in the UK.



Monthly planned rooftop installations of >100kWp-
dc have been increasing significantly since FiTs 
expired at the start of 2019, trending now at about 
30MW per month

Large-scale solar farms under planning that fall 
outside LPA remit are mostly located across the 
east of England, driven by capacity being freed up 
by coal-power substations coming offline.

https://uss.solarenergyevents.com/
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Getting the public on board
Before getting on to some of the current 
factors driving public acceptance of large-
scale solar in the UK, one really has to flag 
up that this is not a new issue in the UK; 
it is just that some of the players currently 
planning solar farms in the UK are ‘new’ 
to the game and may not be aware of 
what has been done before during the 
first wave of solar farm build out (mainly 
under ROCs).

When solar farms became a reality in the 
UK (albeit at the 5MW level under FiTs 
back in 2011), a subset of developers 
prioritised public engagement early on in 
the planning process. There was no better 
example of this than Lightsource (then 
pre-BP affiliation): their consultations at 
the local village hall level truly set the bar 
in terms of clarity and disclosure to the 
local communities. If anyone is capable 
of compiling a guidebook in terms of 
public engagement for UK solar farms, it 
is Lightsource BP.

Many others tended to take a more gung-
ho attitude, either driven by a desire 
simply to flip pre-consented sites (wheth-
er or not truly shovel-ready with funds) 
or perhaps seeing the public buy-in as a 
luxury that if avoided, would save lots of 
time and effort. Sadly, this practice has 
not gone away.

But the good news is that the UK has 
more than 8GW of solar farms built and 
operational today, and surely a review 
of public perception on these and the 
impact on the environment and commu-
nities involved would be one of the most 
valuable resources in terms of the current 
pipeline of projects at the planning stage.

Today, we can see a new drive to address 
the public perception question again. It 
does appear somewhat that the industry 
is forgetting what was done in the past, or 
maybe the current players (or people) are 
not aware of this?
It could be that the stakes are higher. Not 
just in terms of the project sizes (with all 
the large sites within the 17GW above be-

ing well above anything build in the past) 
but the type of players now engaged at 
the early planning stages.

In the first wave of solar farm builds in 
the UK, site evolution followed a different 
path. Broadly speaking, developers did 
the initial planning work, then flipped to 
a short-term owner that brought in the 
funds to build, and finally the built site 
was offloaded to a long-term institutional 
owner. As such, the final owner had little 
or no involvement during the planning 
stages, and focused only on site returns 
and asset management of a multi-site 
portfolio. Solar farms had become op-
erational assets; or somewhat abstract 
infrastructure funds that made money 
when the sun was shining.

Now things are completely different, and 
this is not just within the UK but globally 
when it comes to solar and renewables.

Long-term owners are now active at the 
planning stage, mostly driven by the 
need to control the quality of build and 
avoid paying over-the-odds for projects 
auctioned off to the market by short-term 
players or EPCs with a financial backer.

The other big difference today relates to 
the make-up of the companies behind the 
overall 40GW of project pipeline within 
the UK, and the involvement of global 
utilities that have gone on record with 
renewables targets, both globally and 
within the UK. For these organisations, 
there is more at stake than simply getting 
involved to control site build quality and 
save a few pennies by not having to buy 
completed assets. Having the public on 
board is critical from an entire business 
perspective, not simply relating to the 
solar part within a renewables operating 
unit.

For some, having public buy-in for new 
solar sites in the UK is essential, as it 
could overlap with a low carbon market-
ing focus that lumps together nuclear, 
wind and solar energy supply contribu-
tions to the UK market. Therefore, it is 

not just a luxury to have people on board 
with new solar plans, but an absolute 
necessity. This same public voice may 
end up being strong for other offshore 
wind farms or new nuclear plants being 
proposed at the government level within 
the UK, for example.

Perhaps the fact that BP falls into this 
global utility grouping could be the 
salvation for the UK solar sector, with 
Lightsource-BP still active in new solar 
planning in the UK, and as noted above, 
with Lightsource having been the stand-
out player during the first wave of solar 
deployment in the UK. The only caveat 
here is that Lightsource-BP is now more 
active outside the UK, and has a global 
mandate within BP; so the UK market is 
no longer the sole focus of the company. 
But maybe there is value to using UK case 
studies as part of global marketing col-
lateral – who knows.

Keeping abreast of UK solar in the 
coming weeks and months
As stated earlier, we have a couple of 
events soon that will offer greater insights 
into the UK’s solar build-out (both com-
mercial rooftop and ground-mount sites) 
over the coming years.

I will deliver a webinar online on 20 July 
2022, addressing many of the issues 
covered in this article. To register, use the 
link here. I will touch on a bunch of other 
demand factors in the UK this year.

The main UK solar event – the UK Solar 
Summit conference – takes place on 14-
15 September 2022 in London. Details on 
how to participate can be found here. The 
agenda is full of topics related to large-
scale commercial and ground-mount 
growth out to 2030.
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