
Text of E-mailed response to UK’s Glean Growth Strategy 

The Orkney Renewable Energy Forum (OREF) welcomes the Clean Growth Strategy. As a community 
organisation that seeks to promote energy efficiency and the preferential use of renewables over 
unsustainable fossil fuels, there is much to be applauded in the document. 

Orkney has already made significant progress in its drive to decarbonise. It was last a nett importer of 
electricity in 2012 and has now produced more electricity than it consumes from a mix of renewables. It has 
a high uptake of heat pumps in the county and the highest uptake of EVs (by percentage of vehicles) of any 
local authority area in Scotland. 

Through a variety of projects led by different groups and organisations, both public and private; Orkney is 
now seeking to fully decarbonise. There is a strong push to further develop the initial hydrogen based 
projects that are looking to power our ferries, heat schools and fuel local delivery vehicles through fuel cell 
extended EVs. 

Orkney already benefits from a ‘fairly smart grid’ through the SSEN Active Network Management systems 
and is now using renewables to get to the ‘harder to reach’ areas of heat and transport. 

So the following comments are made by a highly engaged and motivated community already committed to 
achieving Clean Growth. 

Overall: 

OREF welcomes the recognition that the clean growth sector presents a massive opportunity for the nation. 
This is an enlightened improvement on some of the negative comments made in the past by less informed 
Prime Ministers when they stupidly referred to ‘getting rid of the green crap’. The present acknowledgement 
that clean growth is not just a duty, but an opportunity is a breath of fresh, and indeed freshening, air. 

OREF agrees that there is a role for targeted public support. The success of offshore wind is testament to 
what happens when there is intelligent and concerted support for a technology; support that endures 
beyond political cycles and support that is sufficient to be effective. OREF has also seen what happens 
when support is withdrawn. In the case of Orkney there was a thriving sector involved in putting up 
domestic wind turbines. That local industry was basically killed when the FiT regime was slashed. This was 
particularly regrettable as the vast majority of the turbines being installed were British. Costs were coming 
down of installations and reliability was going up right at the point of the cuts. 

It is also worth noting that the turbines that were installed before the cutting of the FiT and other measures 
have proved particularly effective due to the climate here. In fact the high uptake of domestic wind turbines 
(we have 1/9th of the UK’s fleet here in these islands) plus the more limited uptake of solar mean that 
1/10th of the population here now make their own power. As an example of a community embracing 
innovation and the proposed form of smart grid; you will have to go a long way to find better. 

OREF would therefore strongly support the point on page 53 that local solutions will be needed to deliver 
decarbonisation. 

Concern about cost: 

OREF notes the repeated refrain throughout the document that costs must be minimised. Whilst this has 
superficial attractions, OREF is concerned that cost and value should not be confused. Orkney has 
generated significant value from the innovation its businesses and individuals are undertaking. Had cost 
been the only metric applied then several of the ground breaking initiatives would not have taken place. 
The benefits in the form of further spin out innovations and the associated employment would not have 
materialised. A particular case in point is that of marine renewables (wave and tidal energy). In this case 
the successful attraction of the European Marine Energy Centre to the county lead to an effective and 
profitable surge of activity. At one point there were an estimated 350 people working in the sector in 
Orkney. Most of those jobs were in supply chain industries and led to private investments in the sector 
running into many millions of pounds. Regrettably there has been a loss of confidence in the sector by 



Government and that has led to a withdrawal of support and activity has shrunk dramatically. Jobs have 
been lost, and in a fragile economy like ours this is both regrettable, but also high impact. 

OREF therefore welcomes the intent in the Clean Growth strategy for Government to engage in targeted 
support for potentially high growth sectors with export potential. OREF would strongly suggest that marine 
energy is included in that definition. 

OREF would also caution that a fixation on just the lowest present cost runs the severe risk of stifling 
innovation and prevents greater cost saving later. The statement on page 10 about 'nurturing low carbon 
technology that are as cheap as possible' runs the risk of throwing out the next big thing for the UK 
economy. Provided that the R&D aspect of innovation is preserved through other strategies then this fear 
may not be realised, however OREF is concerned that such fixations on cost alone in the Clean Growth 
Strategy may lead other strategies (such as the Industrial Strategy) to be watered down or distorted away 
from options that are not presently cheapest. 

The point OREF is seeking to make is that it is wise to have a portfolio of options when entering such 
unusual and unpredictable areas. It is easy to kill off projects prematurely if they are not presently 
economic. OREF can cite two specific examples relating to energy where a longer view would have been 
more profitable: 

1.       Burgar Hill in Orkney was the UK’s wind test site and hosted the world’s largest wind turbine in the 
80s. It was opened by Cecil Parkinson and was a world leading design. Regrettably the UK energy policy 
shifted shortly afterwards and the UK abandoned its wind programme. The Danes and the Germans did not 
abandon theirs and the success they have both had in developing this new technology area is now 
manifest. Had the UK stayed the course then we could have been the leader and been benefiting from the 
jobs and income. 

2.       One OREF member specifically remembers being in 1 Victoria Street in the 90s when the subject of 
solar power was raised to the obvious annoyance of the Chair of the meeting. A shouting match developed 
and the Chair stated that ‘solar is a complete basket case and will never amount to anything’. Clearly that 
view can now be seen to be wrong, but it has taken 20 years to recover from that position. 

The point being made is that diversity and affordable programmes on presently marginal technologies gives 
opportunities. A killed off, and now dead, programme is just a waste. OREF therefore strongly asks that the 
UK maintains the options of a balanced portfolio of projects and does not throw out the baby with the 
bathwater. 

Green Tourism: 

Orkney is a tourist destination. It is the most popular cruise liner destination in the UK at present. The 
presence of renewables is a constant source of interest to the tourists who come. OREF was therefore 
particularly interested in the suggestion in the Strategy of Green Great Britain Week. OREF would support 
such an initiative if planned and resourced properly. As a preference OREF would prefer to see the week 
outside the main holiday periods as these are already full of other events. Something that might stretch the 
holiday season and bring visitors up off season to see the future would be more useful. 

Conclusion: 

If any of the above points are not clear then please feel free to seek clarification. 

OREF 
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