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However, in the wind industry turbine 
performance data is often unavailable, 
meaning owners and operators are not free to 
make use of data-based efficiency increases.

By far the largest contributor to OPEX costs 
in the wind industry is O&M-related 
expenditure, the majority of which is 
caused by unplanned maintenance (see 
Figure 1). Reducing the expenses that result 
from unplanned maintenance will be key to 
further reducing the overall levelized cost of 
energy (LCoE). Within the industry, there is 
growing acceptance that the best way to 
reduce unplanned maintenance is to switch 
from a reactive approach to a more 
predictive regime, using data-based 
approaches to better anticipate and 
respond to maintenance issues. 

Many, if not all, owners and operators are 
already investing in predictive maintenance 
solutions, such as improved SCADA data 
analytics, condition monitoring systems 
(CMS), and oil monitoring. Such techniques 

require large datasets to function 
effectively. Machine learning-based 
systems, for example, become more 
accurate as more data is received. In 
general, effective predicative maintenance 
is contingent on an uninterrupted stream of 
readable, high-quality data.

Despite this, the data necessary for such 
systems is not always readily available. Often, 
data that was assumed to be accessible 
turns out not to be, and data that was known 
to be accessible is, on closer inspection, 
encrypted. There is no clear approach to data 
access across suppliers: some providers 
allow owner and operators substantial 
access to data, while others restrict access 
to a subset of highly-processed data or even 
restrict access completely. Using access to 
CMS data as one example from among the 
many data feeds produced by a wind turbine, 
Table 1 in Figure 2 illustrates the extent to 
which hardware providers limit access to 
CMS data. 

It has been argued that this data contains 
sensitive design IP. However, the data 
required for O&M (SCADA, CMS, oil, etc.) 
can be clearly differentiated from OEM 
design data (drawings, CAD/CAM files, load 
calculations, etc.), as Figure 2 shows.

If we look at the automotive industry, there is 
an interesting example that may offer 
parallels to the situation within the wind 
industry. A couple of decades ago, car 

As recent zero-subsidy projects show, the cost of wind energy 
is decreasing at an impressive rate. Nonetheless, production 
and maintenance costs remain high compared with rival 
sectors. One key route to decreasing overheads is the effective 
use of performance data. In many similar industries, data is 
used to streamline maintenance systems and reduce O&M 
costs through real-time management and predictive systems. 
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Figure 1. Average values representative of US OPEX distribution. Other OPEX includes legal services, consultants, fees. Source: MAKE
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companies introduced new Engine 
Management Systems (EMS). The new EMS 
could only be read by the manufacturers, 
which meant that servicing was restricted to 
certain dealers.

This was deemed to be anti-competitive 
under competition law, and Repair and 
Maintenance Information (RMI) regulations 
were brought in which forced the 
manufacturers to free up their data. Now any 
car can be serviced either by dealers or 
independent garages, widening the range of 
options available to car owners. Leaders in 
the automotive industry came together to 
push for changes, which ultimately reduced 
the cost of running a car, and may serve as 
an example to the wind industry. Indeed, as 
it evolves and encounters new data 
challenges, the automotive sector is 
continuing to address the debate with a 
collaborative, cross-industry approach. This 
seems to be a good model for the wind 
industry to follow.

Regarding the legal detail, competition law is 
intended to make markets function 
effectively. When attempting to interpret and 
apply competition law, two key principles - 
outlined in the Treaty for the Functioning of 
the EU - need to be considered:

1.  Anti-competitive agreements are unlawful 
(CA98 Ch I; Art 101). 

2.  Abuse of a dominant position is unlawful 
(CA98 Ch 2; Art 102). 

There is a detailed body of law, regulatory 
guidance and policy on the types of 
agreements covered by this Treaty and 

specific business sectors. The 
consequences depend on the application 
of the competition law principles to the 
particular circumstances. In practice, a 
clause in a Turbine Supply Contract which 
has the effect of restricting the market for 
maintenance of the turbine is likely to be 
anti-competitive and unlawful. So too could 
be any behaviour in the market that 
prevents the full access to data flows by 
owner or operators. 

As a quick illustration, let’s consider a 
company with multiple turbines that have 
CMS from different OEMs and wishes to 
centralise operational data. Suppose that 
one OEM encrypts all data and demands an 
annual maintenance fee to make their data 
available. According to Dr Sebastian Hack 
at Osborne Clarke LLP, this behaviour may 
be seen as an abuse of a dominant position 
that restricts the market. Certainly, there is 
a case to be made that the owner of the 
turbine should by right have all operational 
data needed to run the turbine efficiently.

Going forwards, we should look for a 
collaborative effort to avoid data access 
issues, starting with a careful review of 
contracts to ensure they provide adequate 
access to the raw data necessary for 
optimisation. During negotiations, owners 
and operators should feel empowered to ask 
themselves the key question: do I have 
access to all the data I need to run my asset 
efficiently? If they don’t, they should be 
confident in asking for it. Equally, if an active 
contract is blocking O&M data access it 
could potentially be unlawful, in which case 
legal counsel may be able to advise on the 
issue and provide a way forward. 

Sam Wharton is product owner for 
ONYX’s fleetMONITOR predictive 
analytics platform, which is used to 
monitor thousands of wind turbines 
from around the world on a daily basis. 
He holds a PhD from the University of 
Nottingham, with an academic 
background in data processing and 
physics, and has extensive experience 
in wind industry data analysis and 
predictive maintenance.

About ONYX InSight

ONYX InSight is a joint venture, 
combining Romax Technology’s 30 
years of expertise in software, services 
and data analytics for gearbox, 
bearings and rotating machinery with 
Castrol’s global reach and knowledge 
of wind turbine lubrication.

For asset owners in the wind energy 
industry and beyond, ONYX InSight 
delivers smart and unbiased 
predictive analytics, underpinned by 
real-world engineering expertise. This 
results in improved operations and 
maintenance performance, and 
reduced OPEX costs.

For more information, visit:  
    www.onyxinsight.com

Figure 2. Data access restriction (left) and clarification on O&M vs design data (right).
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