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hIn Great Britain, onshore wind and  

solar farms are typically granted 25 

year planning consents. Many British 

and other European onshore wind 

farms are starting to reach the end 

of their operational life, so decisions 

need to be made about their future.

Maintaining and expanding renewable 

energy remains vital to combating 

climate change. To address this 

challenge, we must consider: 

• what happens to our oldest wind 

and solar farms at the end of their 

operational life?

• who is involved in end-of-life 

decision making?

• how are different groups 

impacted? 

This research investigated the use of 
time-limited planning consents and 

how end-of-life decisions are made 

for onshore wind and solar farms by:

• analysing all relevant UK planning 

and energy policies

• reviewing wind farm age data in  

Great Britain, including repowering 

and life-extension applications

• closely examining 4 wind farms 
and 1 solar farm, including 24 
interviews with developers, 

planners, local authorities, 

opposition groups and 

communities

• surveys sent to 710 residents  

living within 3.5km of                     

2 wind farms

What happens to onshore wind and solar farms at their end-of-life? 

Option 1 - Repowering: Replacing the existing infrastructure with new, usually of a different 
size and capacity. So far, the average increase in energy output for repowered onshore wind 
farms is 143%.

Can increase energy output, avoiding uncertainties and potential conflicts of new sites.  

Not all wind farms will be suitable for repowering. Consider whether the existing infrastructure 
is situated in the best locations and how communities are involved in the process. 

Option 2 - Life-extension: Extending the planning consent for the existing infrastructure.

Continued provision of renewable energy - must monitor its operational end-of-life. 

Local communities might not benefit or support. No increase in energy output.

Option 3 - Decommissioning: Removing all existing infrastructure from the site.

The land can be used for other purposes. Removes the impact for communities  
(not all communities will be supportive of the local wind farm). 

No energy is generated and any associated benefits are lost.

What is happening to our 
oldest wind and solar farms?



Contact Dr Rebecca Windemer at rebecca.windemer@uwe.ac.uk if you would like to delve deeper into the research or discuss 
how these findings can be put into practice. Read the full report: rebeccawindemer.wordpress.com/repowering-onshore-wind.  
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Visual summary created in collaboration with the Research Retold team at www.researchretold.com (2021).

Key challenges for end-of-life decision making

Developers
Local authority  
planners

Communities and 
opposition groups

Difficulties in making  
end-of-life decisions due to 
uncertainties in policy and 
economic support.
 
Financial support mechanisms 
attached to the oldest 
sites (until 2027) promote 
life-extension rather than 
repowering applications. 

Site-specific factors such 
as site access and grid 
connections have also  
created challenges.

Challenges in assessing 
repowering and life-extension 
applications in the absence of 
adequate policy or guidance.

Difficulties for sites with 
inadequate decommissioning 
requirements (potential 
infrastructure abandonment).

Familiarity does not always 
lead to acceptance from the 
local community.

Positive community responses 
to repowering or life-extension 
correlate with good 
community-developer 
relationships and identifiable 
benefits. Yet, not all 
communities have had  
a positive experience.

Community benefit funds are 
not always valued, creating a 
desire for other benefits. 

Recommendations

Developers

• Consider communities over 
the life of the scheme, not only 
during planning applications.

• Address any community 
concerns as they arise.

• Ensure that communities 
are aware of, and use,                        
a community benefit fund.

• Involve communities from  
the start of a repowering or  
life-extension process.

• Give communities the 
opportunity to shape the design 
of a repowering scheme. 

Communities

• Use an end-of-life application to  
reconsider what the local community 
wants, potentially including different 
forms of community benefit.

Policymakers 

• Develop a clear policy for repowering,  
including:

• confirmation of material 
considerations 

• guidance on how local authorities 
should assess the change in visual 
impacts

• confirmation of the baseline on which  
to assess repowering applications 

• Develop policies that enable quicker 
decision-making for life-extension and 
partial repowering (replacing parts of 
the infrastructure).
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