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Marine struggles 
in muddy waters

‘Fiendish’ Renewables Obligation a turn-off for large investors, 
Marine Current Turbines boss Martin Wright tells Gail Rajgor

The UK’s Renewables 
Obligation should be 
replaced with a feed-in 

tariff, according to Marine 
Current Turbines managing 
director Martin Wright. 

At the very least, the 
support system should be 
radically overhauled better to 
attract large investors, because 
failure to do so could leave the 
tidal and wave renewable 
energy sectors languishing in an 
embryonic state for decades to 
come.

“(The last government 
displayed) a complete lack of 
understanding of the nature of 

also of the reality of 
commercialising technology,” 
he says.

Wright describes the RO as a 

that has failed to draw in the 
levels of investment needed to 
ensure commercial development 
of a mix of technologies to 
provide for future energy 
security. 

Global evidence in support of 
a FiT for this purpose, on the 
other hand, is clear. “The 
Renewables Obligation hasn’t 
actually delivered what we 
need. Other countries have got 
feed-in tariffs and they work.”

The RO sends out mixed 

signals to large investors and 
does nothing to entice them to 
back technologies such as tidal 
power, Wright suggests. In 
England and Wales, tidal 
currently gets two ROCs per 
MWh. This is the same as 
offshore wind, a more familiar, 
less costly and more mature 
sector. 

“To expect money to come 

projects on the basis of that... 
well, most people are not going 
to rush, are they?”

This is particularly so when 
factoring in that costs for MCT’s 

farm are going to be a little 
over double those of offshore 
wind. 

“You do not have to run a 
supercomputer to work out that 
you’re going to need at least 
four ROCs plus a risk premium,” 
says Wright, who is quick to add 
that for MCT to be at “double 
the cost of offshore wind at this 
stage of technical development 
is a fantastic place to be”.

In Scotland, tidal gets three 

costs and risk involved but still 
“a confused message”. 

“In Scotland the message is 
we want wave but we really 
couldn’t give a damn about 

tidal,” Wright says. “I know 
that’s not what they meant but 

at it will think.”
The current Whitehall 

government could learn a lesson 
or two from former Prime 
Minister Margaret Thatcher, 
Wright believes, who used 
Treasury signals to boost the 
housing market and increase 
the savings rate to kick-start 
some activity in the economy. 

The same could be achieved 
for today’s renewables sector 
with the implementation of a 

feed-in tariff, he insists.
“Commercialisation is what 

it’s all about. If we’ve decided 
as a nation that we want to 
exploit marine energy then put 
something in place that is 
targeted at marine energy.

“The government can put in 
place instruments to encourage 
investment in certain sectors. 
Renewables needs it 
desperately,” he says.

Another “more radical” 
approach, he says, would be for 
government to take charge of 
the build-out of a series of 
marine or tidal energy farms. It 
has adopted this approach for 
other pre-commercialised 
technologies such as the 

they could provide some form 
of underwriting for the money 
going into projects,” he adds, 
which would help manage some 
of the risk and “might not be an 
immediate strain on the 
exchequer”.

Either policy would help 
bring big players into the fold, 
he argues. 

If government can structure 
the market to make it attractive 
for capital to move in, Wright 
says he is “fantastically 
positive” about the future. 

“There would be interest 
from exactly the scale of 
company that needs to be 
involved.” But only then will 
the market truly take off. 

a commercial future

needs to attract some 
infrastructure muscle
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MCT’s 1.2MW twin-
turbine SeaGen 

generator in Northern 
Ireland’s Strangford 
Lough has been feeding 
electricity to the grid 
since 2008. 

Now the company is 
moving forward with 
plans to use the 
technology to build the 
10.5MW Skerries tidal 
farm off Anglesey, north 
Wales, in a joint venture 
with RWE npower 
renewables. 

The partners also aim 
to complete the 99MW 
Brough Ness tidal array 
off the southernmost tip 
of the Orkney Islands by 
2020. They were granted 
a site lease from the 

Crown Estate for the 
three-phase project 
earlier this year. 
Construction is slated to 
start in 2016 with the 

planned for installation 
in 2017. 

Across the Atlantic in 
Canada, MCT is working 
with Minas Bay Pulp & 
Paper to install a tidal 
turbine in Nova Scotia’s 
Bay of Fundy as a 
demonstration project. 

MCT is also developing 
a fully submerged 
SeaGen turbine for 

deep-water sites, which 
would allow the company 
“to deploy our tidal 
stream technology in 
more areas, both in the 
UK and overseas”, says 
Wright.

9 September 2010  reNews 11interview
SeaGen carving out 
a commercial future

All-or-nothing sector 
needs to attract some 
infrastructure muscle

MPI Adventure
& MPI Discovery
forging the way ahead.

Marine Operations & Management.

Announcing the imminent arrival of two 
new goliaths to our fleet.
Alongside our record breaking vessel the MPI Resolution, 
both the MPI Discovery and the MPI Adventure will bring 
pioneering new standards to the offshore windfarm 
installation sector.

For more information about what we do contact us on
+44 (0) 1642 742200 or visit www.mpi-offshore.com

The marine sector is 
going to be nothing 

or absolutely huge, says 
Wright. “It can’t be in 
between.” 

Wave and tidal energy 
is still an embryonic 
industry right now. 

While there is some 
very promising technology 
at various stages of 
development, to bring it 
into the mainstream will 

plan is just to scale up 
companies like MCT. “It 
will take forever,” he 
says.

To deliver on its 
potential, the MCT boss 
says, the industry needs 
big players to get 
involved. “We’re doing 
stuff in the sea and you 
need a strong balance 
sheet because it’s an 
expensive process.”

With the sector 
dependent on large 
infrastructure, it needs 
the wide range of 
capabilities that exist in 
the major engineering 
and construction 
companies. “It’s not just 
about money. It’s about 
capability,” Wright 
stresses.

Everybody in the 

industry, whether wave 
or tidal, is facing the 
same issue, he adds, 
although they are facing 
it at different stages.

“In our case we have 
a commercial-scale 
prototype and now we 
need to commercialise 
it. That’s why we need 
the (big) players.”

Current policy is not 
tempting enough for big 
infrastructure funds and 
companies that follow 
the model of GE, those 
that build or buy, own 
and operate and then 
transfer on projects.

MCT has a series of 

including Siemens and 
the Carbon Trust, and a 
pipeline of development 
projects totalling more 
than 100MW lined up in 
both the UK and Canada. 

“If you’ve got a good 
technology and it’s 
showing promise... then 
what you’ve got to try 
and do is make it huge,” 
says Wright. 

“We have a commercial-
scale prototype and we 
obviously now need to 
commercialise this. It’s 
very much uppermost in 
our mind.”

Tidal leader: the 
SeaGen prototype in 
Northern Ireland 
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