
Whilst solar photovoltaic 
(PV) technology is in itself 
relatively mature, the 

UK’s solar industry is, by comparison, 
somewhat youthful. It is only in the 
last three years that a meaningful solar 
PV industry has established itself in the 
UK and even within that short space 
of time the industry’s fortunes have 
fluctuated with the shifting sands of both 
government support mechanisms and 
public opinion.

Nevertheless, Reza Shaybani, the 
chairman of the British Photovoltaic 
Association (BPVA), believes that the 
UK solar industry is “in very strong 
shape at the moment”. When the BPVA 
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was formed in 2010 it had ten founder 
members and there was approximately 
20MW of installed solar PV in the UK; 
the organisation now has over 750 
members and the UK has reached over 
2.6GW in installed PV.

“The industry was effectively born 
in 2010 as a result of the introduction 
of financial mechanisms like the Feed 
in Tariff,” adds Shaybani. Since then 

the BPVA has been instrumental in 
the growth of the UK’s solar industry 
focussing in particular on policy 
development and consumer education.

Although essentially a trade 
organisation, the BPVA comprises many 
member companies from beyond the 
solar sector; with the engagement of 
manufacturers, suppliers, installers and 
distributors the whole of the PV value 

chain is represented. Furthermore, the 
Association includes utility companies, 
developers, certifiers, insurance 
companies, financial institutions, law 
firms, architects, builders, councils, 
governments and universities. “Really 
any organisation with an interest in the 
solar PV sector,” says Shaybani. “Our 
membership has given us a wider 
presence and enabled us, for example, 
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to network with the construction 
industry. We believe that solar should 
not be an afterthought, it should be part 
of the build process.”

Whilst the core of the Association’s 
membership is UK-based companies 
– often home grown companies 
created alongside the expansion of the 
solar industry in the last three years – 
Shaybani reports that the BPVA has a 
large number of international members, 
especially German and Chinese 
companies, that are interested in the 
UK market.

Of course, political support remains 
key to the role that solar PV has to play 
in the UK’s future energy mix. The well-

publicized changes to the Feed-in Tariff 
regime in 2012 were seen by some as 
evidence that the Coalition had fallen out 
of love with solar. However, Shaybani 
maintains that there is strong cross party 
political will behind the UK’s solar PV 
industry. “Strong government support 
is instrumental,” he says. “Yes, the 
Government was criticized for reducing 
the Feed-in Tariff but there is no doubt 
that subsidies have to come down with 
the falling price of the systems.”

Shaybani continues: “It is important to 
emphasize that any subsidy is not there 
to support businesses and initiatives 
forever. They are there to kickstart an 
industry and then it is up to that industry 
to stand on its own two feet: solar is no 
exception.”

So just how well is UK solar doing 
at standing on its own two feet? There 
has undoubtedly been significant growth 
across all areas (residential, commercial, 
and large scale solar parks) over the 
last three years. However, in certain 
European countries the solar market 
has slowed to a near halt following 
the cutting of government subsidy. Is a 
similar story likely to play out in the UK?

Shaybani argues that there is still 
strong political backing for solar in the 
UK. Added to that, the price of solar has 

dropped considerably since 2010 and 
BPVA projections suggest that solar may 
reach grid parity by 2020. Nevertheless, 
the changing subsidy regime does mean 
that consumers will need to think about 
solar in a different way. “Looking at 
individuals and homeowners, in a lot 
of European markets the justification 
to adopt is no longer to get a subsidy, 
the attraction is to produce the energy 
that you use because it is cheaper to 
produce your own energy than buy it 
from a utility,” he says.

In the context of large-scale solar 
parks, planning remains a contentious 
issue and, according to an August article 
in the Financial Times, local opposition 
to solar farms is beginning to spring 
up across the country. “Planning is an 
interesting issue,” says Shaybani. “In 
terms of public opposition, onshore 
wind has experienced that and we hope 
that doesn’t happen to solar although 
we have seen isolated incidents of 
public opposition. As an association we 
encourage responsible development – 
what we mean by that is that we don’t 
need to turn our beautiful countryside 
into solar parks – community 
engagement in developing such parks 
and using brownfield sites should be a 
priority for us.”

One means of avoiding such public 
opposition would be to focus on 
developing rooftop solar PV across the 
country. Shaybani cites the example of 
one BPVA member installing 2.4MW 
on a Sainsbury’s distribution centre as 
evidence of the potential of this sector. 
He adds: “If we act as a responsible 
industry when we develop solar we 
won’t have the public opposition and 
we won’t have to face the challenges 
that onshore wind has had to deal with 
over the last few years.”

 “We see a huge benefit in solar 
because it is a proven technology, it has 
been around for 30 years,” continues 
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Shaybani. “It is a decentralized form of 
energy generation, it doesn’t need a 
huge amount of infrastructure around 
it, and solar is less intrusive than 
onshore wind.”

Whilst PV technology might be in a 
state of maturity, there is considerable 
room for development in the energy 
storage market. Energy storage 
technologies allow the storage of 
electricity for use at a later time – this 
is particularly beneficial when dealing 
with intermittent renewable sources 
such as solar. These technologies have 
been prohibitively expensive but are 
beginning to come down in cost. “As 
the integration of solar PV becomes 
more mainstream, energy storage 
technologies, such as the lithium 
ion battery, are maturing,” explains 
Shaybani. “The latest forecast shows 
a cost reduction of 50 per cent by the 
end of 2014. We see a huge amount 
of synergy between the energy storage 
industry and the PV industry – in our 
view PV installers are tomorrow’s 
energy storage installers.”

Addressing the future, Shaybani 
is convinced that the UK solar PV 
industry is strongly positioned. “The 
Government now see solar as an 
important part of the UK energy 
mix,” he says. “The industry has faced 
enormous challenges over the last 
few years, there is no point in hiding 
that, but I think we have now passed 
that barrier.”

He concludes: “Industry and 

Government are now working in 
partnership – that is key in making solar 
a successful and acceptable energy 
source. The Coalition Government has 
shown a commitment to solar that has 
changed the path we have taken; today 
we have become one of the strongest 
PV markets in the world and BPVA has 
been at the heart of that.”

www.bpva.org.uk
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