
April 2016 was a momentous month for 
solar energy in the UK. For the first time 
ever, more power was generated by the sun 
than by coal. Just less than 30 gigawatt 
hours, or the equivalent of 4% of national 
demand was met by solar. This was 
certainly yet another tremendous 
achievement set by renewables over the 
past year. Let’s not forget, in December, 
wind turbines supplied 17% of Britain’s 
electricity demand, while clean power has 
provided almost a quarter of UK electricity 
in the first three months of this year .

News like this should normally be celebrated, 
as the UK takes tentative steps towards  
a clean energy revolution. However, such a 
celebration is simply not possible, with 
renewable energy having taken immeasurable 
blows over the last few years and solar 
arguably taking the biggest hits of all. 

According to DECC, 9.2 GW of solar 
capacity has been installed in the UK, 

enough to power 2.2 million homes, with 
3.6 GW installed last year. What’s more, 
49% of the total EU investment in solar 
photovoltaics was made in the UK, 
highlighting the importance of the industry 
to the economy. 

However, this explosion of solar power has 
come at a price – the rush to build projects 
has reduced project build quality and the 
changes in support have reduced supply 
chain options available to service and 
maintain projects. The solar industry is not 
alone however in suffering these pressures. 
Today wind projects have a similar support 
mechanism cut off. In the early years of 
wind deployment there were a number of 
equipment providers who were unable to 
maintain their equipment after it was 
installed, so asset managers needed to 
develop flexible strategies to manage these 
assets and maintain asset value.

Cost efficacy  
in a difficult time

Standardisation is needed in our industry to keep costs 
down and avoid discrepancies. Asset management and 
O&M can help save costs and counteract inefficiencies. 
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The energy industry has traditionally 
excelled in Asset Management and 
Operations and Maintenance (O&M). Both 
are key to maintaining technology and 
preserving asset value through careful 
maintenance and upkeep. We can reliably 
predict an asset’s long-term costs and 
revenue; and developing the right 
contracting strategy ensures the project 
keeps running even if the Original 
Equipment Manufacturers (OEM) service 
agreements have disappeared. 

It is essential to optimise the compliance of 
assets to project investors and owner’s 
legal duties whilst at the same time 
maximising the performance of assets to 
protect financial returns.  This is the 
essence of good asset management and 
we have found that the balance for 
combining or separating AM and O&M 
varies depending on the nature of the asset, 
the age of the asset and the market 
available to support that asset.

For example, in the early days of wind the 
OEMs tended to operate projects after they 
were built and there was a high barrier to 
entry for Independent Service Providers 
(ISPs), this lead to a separation between 

AM and O&M. Today, some owners have 
developed in-house capability for O&M and 
there are more ISPs around, and less need 
to rely on OEMs providing O&M. However, 
with solar, the technology is more straight-
forward and there is a wider range of 
service providers.  The margins are thinner, 
so it makes more sense to combine AM and 
O&M as far as possible to optimise 
projects. There remain some concerns 
around the depth of experience in the 
supply chain, so having AM and O&M 
combined can help ensure quality because 
the AM is likely to take a long term view on 
the O&M.

Standardisation

The solar industry has exploded over the 
last ten years; moving from a standing start 
to almost 10GW is an outstanding 
achievement. However, due to this rapid 
growth both in the UK and internationally, 
inconsistencies have developed which are 
having a knock on effect on projects. This 
includes issues such as discrepancies in 
industry definitions and therefore contracts, 
which can subsequently impact a knock-on 
effect on costs. A lack of language 
standardisation can raise project costs, 
which makes it harder for developers and 

owners to work together as they are 
working to different metrics.

How to get the best out of data

In this day and age, data is king, not  
least because it underpins business 
performance. When it comes to asset 
management and O&M, data can reveal 
everything from technical glitches impeding 
performance, right down to signalling a 
major impending fault. We know from 
operating our 24/7 control centre in 
Glasgow how effective data can save time 
and money, so it is frustrating that as an 
industry, we are still not making the most of 
it or capturing it effectively. 

Ineffective documentation and evaluation 
can mean ineffective capture of system 
reliability. This does not help businesses or 
the industry. Without this information, 
investors, designers, managers, and 
operators lack the necessary knowledge on 
materials, irregularities, faults or glitches, 
and more major failures such as instances 
of fire or component failure. Not to exclude 
the lack of guidance on how to successfully 
sort them out. 

This also highlights how the industry 
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struggles to accurately measure these 
instances and therefore effectively measure 
how the technology is performing 
individually against the overall operational 
health of the plant. 

Performance

The sun will only shine so much, but 
expectations about plant conditions is an 
issue haunting the industry. Simulations or 
tests may be able to predict a baseline 
energy level that will be produced, but 
expecting this to be truly accurate will affect 
cost control as you’re trying to meet a 
potentially unsustainable level. When 
specifications do not include all of the details 
to meet these expectations, the levels of 
uncertainty and risk the industry is now 
seeing at the O&M level will continue to rise. 

How can asset management and O&M 
help the solar and PV market overcome 
the challenges?

Sadly we can’t wave a magic wand and 
resolve issues which have been apparent to 
the whole industry for quite some time. 
However, incorporating asset management 
and O&M into your portfolio does have 
distinct benefits, such as:

The Grid

We have seen grid-side issues across the 
wind fleet we manage which adversely 
affects the production from that plant, 
ranging from sudden grid outages, to more 
subtle grid code changes which reduce the 
power output from the projects over time. 
We have applied these lessons on solar 
projects to ensure that when the sun shines, 
the projects can export their maximum 
capacity. 

In addition to this, through the work we are 
doing operating storage assets, we can see 
the huge potential to combine solar and 
storage to enhance production. 

Investment

Making cost savings by tapping into 
competitive maintenance services to lower 
costs, minimise lost production and improve 
future production is the best way to keep 
your asset going for longer. Investors want 
a guarantee on their investment, so 
accessing combined expertise via asset 
management and O&M services helps to 
show them that your asset will be expertly 
maintained. In addition, with effective data 
harnessing (like our control centre); 
problems can be identified quicker than 

ever and therefore fixed, before they turn 
into a bigger issue. 

Inefficiencies

While solar and PV panels are becoming 
more effective, it is estimated that they only 
convert 35% of the power they capture . To 
counteract this and generate cost savings, 
monitoring the performance of your asset is 
vital. O&M services such as fault prediction 
and performance ratio and availability will 
help to alleviate these problems and save 
costs before they become a major issue. 

Time to act

Asset management and O&M are important 
parts in driving the success of solar energy 
project, from a planning, financial and 
operational point of view. While they do not 
require the immense investment or upkeep 
that fossil fuel plants do (predominantly 
because they are safer and therefore 
present less risk to human lives), they still 
need regular checks to ensure they are 
running optimally. Taking care of an asset 
retains its value and drives return on 
investment, so now is an optimal time to 
choose a provider who can provide these 
services to you, to solve the challenges 
outlined above and help resolve issues 
encountered. Despite the recent cuts in the 
UK, the global solar industry is strong, with 
the US, India and China taking a lead on 
generating clean energy. Hopefully the UK 
will soon follow suit, and we’ll see more 
than the 4% generated this year, and a 
strong renewables presence in future 
energy generation. 

 www.res-group.com
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