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On the Ground - Big Wind 

When a large company wants to construct a mega-scale renewable energy project in your locality, 
the opinions that bubble to the surface are as varied as the Welsh weather. 
 Brechfa Forest covers 18,000 acres of hilly north Carmarthenshire, and the hilltops are 
attractive sites for wind turbines. Wind is free, but electricity generated from it is not. RWE npower, 
part of the German power group RWE, put in an application to the Infrastructure Planning 
Commission1 for 28 turbines to generate 56 to 84MW, as well as a smaller application, which was 
not large enough to go directly to the IPC, for 12 turbines elsewhere in the forest. 
 There was already a wind farm on the western fringe of the forest, the Alltwalis Wind Farm 
north of Carmarthen, where a subsidiary of the Statkraft power company, which is owned by the 
Norwegian government, began generating electricity from 10 turbines in December 2009.  
 RWE npower’s two Brechfa wind farms would bring the total number of turbines to 50, 
capable of generating sufficient electricity for about 80,000 households, 192,000 people at the 
average household size of 2.4 persons.2  
 Large-scale wind power has strong supporters in Wales, who see it as a promising way to 
narrow the coming Energy Gap, but I am not so sure. Among the issues I wondered about, when in 
January 2011 I opened a letter from RWE npower renewables telling me about their plans for 12 
turbines at Brechfa Forest East, were: 
 

 How would the electricity be transmitted from the wind farm to the National Grid? 

 How sustainable would the wind farm be, in terms of return on energy invested?  

 Would there be any damaging impacts on the environment or on the small communities in 
and around the forest? 
 

The answer to the first point, I discovered, would be via new overhead lines to Swansea North 
substation, a distance of over 20 miles through Carmarthenshire’s beautiful landscapes. The 
construction of a pylon corridor is not exactly beneficial to the environment, or to the people living 
on the route.  
 There are sustainability issues, too. The Brechfa turbines have an expected life of 25 years, 
according to RWE npower renewables. That is not particularly long. What happens then? The 
company expects to take down the turbines and to remove them, or to replace them.  
 Electricity users are in a weaker position than the power generators, because they are 
forced to pay for the new plant and infrastructure. It’s just added to electricity bills. The ‘Renewables 
Obligation’, the regulations requiring the UK to generate 15% of its final energy consumption – and 
thereby at least 30% of electricity -- from renewable sources by 2020, force electricity suppliers to 
buy certificates from generators of renewable energy. The purchase costs are then recharged to 
domestic and business electricity customers. 
 It was sobering to read3 that only 6.5% of the UK’s electricity came from renewable sources 
in 2010, instead of the 10% that had been planned. That 6.5% was achieved with a £1.1 billion 
subsidy to generators, paid for by customers. The total subsidies between 2002 and 2010 were £5 
billion, according to the Renewable Energy Foundation. Wind farms received 40% of the total. 

                                                           
1
 The incoming Coalition Government in 2010 announced the abolition of the Infrastructure Planning Commission, but in 

reality little will change. The IPC is merging into the Planning Inspectorate, and IPC chair Sir Michael Pitt became chief 
executive of the Planning Inspectorate on April 1

st
 2011.  

2
 Social Trends 2010 from the Office for National Statistics gives the average household size for Great Britain as 2.4 persons. 

Ref: Office for National Statistics 2010c. 
3
The Renewable Energy Foundation has a useful summary of renewables in the UK in 2010, see 

http://www.ref.org.uk/publications/229-renewables-output-in-2010. 

http://www.ref.org.uk/publications/229-renewables-output-in-2010
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 Yet in 2010 onshore wind farms – like Brechfa – operated at only 21% of their full capacity, 
down from 27% in 2009. That is a worryingly low figure. Offshore wind farms were more efficient, 
and operated at 29% of their capacity, just one percentage point lower than in 2009, said the 
Renewable Energy Foundation. Even that performance is not brilliant, given the complexity and cost 
of siting wind turbines at sea, and transmitting the power from sea to transmission networks on 
land. 
 Sometimes when wind turbines are in motion, the National Grid cannot take the power 
produced! According to the Daily Telegraph online, one night in April 2011 the operators of six wind 
farms in Scotland were paid a total of £900,000 to turn the turbines off! It was a windy night and the 
National Grid in Scotland was overloaded.4 
 All this leads me to believe that huge wind farms, built with subsidies added to customers’ 
electricity bills, and with a life of only 25 years, are not a sensible way ahead. Turbines working at a 
fifth of their maximum capacity are hardly efficient, and when they are powering electricity 
generation, the National Grid cannot always take the energy! So big wind farms are not efficient, and 
the necessary infrastructure works impose their own environmental damage. 
 Brechfa is a few years later than the wind farms in rural central Powys near Newtown. The 
BBC reported5 in April 2011 that in central Powys, the National Grid planned to build an electricity 
substation at Abermule or near Llanfair Caereinion. The substation would cover about 19 acres and 
would host 400kV cabling to transport the electricity into the national transmission system. Is it 
really worth all this construction for a few years of energy produced at low efficiency?  
 Communities living near large wind farms tend to oppose them. This is the case in Brechfa 
Forest, where a voluntary organisation called Galar (Gwirfoddolwyr Abergorlech, Llansawel a 
Rhydcymerau) opposes the wind farms for their noise and damage to wildlife, as well as for their 
relatively low scores on sustainability. Abergorlech, Llansawel and Rhydcymerau are villages on the 
forest edge, villages suffering from a lack of local employment, which should benefit more from 
small-scale ventures linked to the rural economy than from turbines whirring in dramatic, hilltop 
isolation.  
 It would make more sense, I think, to divert the levies on electricity bills that pass to the 
companies generating power from ‘renewables’ such as wind, and to use them to fund a programme 
for retro-fitting the UK’s buildings to cut their need for fuel and power, and also to encourage micro-
energy schemes using sun, water, wind, waste and the heat from the Earth itself. These are activities 
which would create much-needed local employment. 

All the time the present financial arrangements are in force, however, I will expect the Big 
Power companies to carry on investing in Big Projects for which electricity customers are forced to 
pay. 

                                                           
4
  http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/energy/windpower/8486449/Wind-farms-paid-900000-to-switch-off-for-one-

night.html , article by Victoria Ward, May 1
st

 2011. 
5
 BBC News, April 11

th
 2011, ‘Powys electricity substation: National Grid protest. 

http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/energy/windpower/8486449/Wind-farms-paid-900000-to-switch-off-for-one-night.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/earth/energy/windpower/8486449/Wind-farms-paid-900000-to-switch-off-for-one-night.html
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