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SPECIAL REPORT… 

The UK government announces its decision on ROC banding 

In last week’s edition of FEM (Number 19, page 3) we discussed the delay in the announcement of the ‘ROC 
banding’ that will apply to UK generators of renewable electricity from April next year. It is now clear that the 
cause of the delay was more political than we implied, but thankfully a compromise between DECC and the 
Treasury has been agreed, finally.  

This morning’s announcement by DECC sets out the ROC bands from next April as well as a few other 
important matters including proposals on biomass sustainability criteria. The full document can be 
downloaded from 
http://www.decc.gov.uk/en/content/cms/consultations/cons_ro_review/cons_ro_review.aspx 

As is DECC’s way, its final decision is more complex than was originally proposed: several new bands have been 
introduced and changes to levels of support will be phased in over varying time periods. The main highlights 
include: 

Coal-to-Biomass Conversion 

• The new band for coal-fired power stations that convert to 100% biomass has been confirmed at 1 
ROC/MWh, in line with the original proposal. However, eligibility will be calculated on a unit by unit 
basis instead of across the whole plant. This is an important change that is beneficial to generators. It 
means that if a power station converts its units sequentially, each unit will be eligible for 1 ROC/MWh 
as soon as it is converted, rather than the generator having to wait for the whole plant to be 
converted before it becomes eligible for the full ROC.  

• Also, up to 10% fossil fuel (coal or other additives) can be used in each unit for ancillary purposes – 
e.g. flame stabilisation, the avoidance of fouling etc. – without affecting eligibility for the conversion 
band. Again, this is an important concession for which generators have been lobbying. 

• The biomass conversion band will be grandfathered at the rate set for April 2013 and will apply on a 
unit basis from the date that a unit becomes eligible for a band. 

Co-firing 

• The co-firing ROC allocation is where DECC’s original proposals have changed the most. Originally 
there were to be two co-firing bands: Standard (<15% co-firing) which would have received 0.5 
ROC/MWh and Enhanced (>15% co-firing) which would have received 1.0 ROC/MWh.  

• Instead there will in future be three basic co-firing bands: Standard (<50% co-firing); Mid-range (50% 
to <85%); and High-range (85% to <100%). As with conversion, the bands will be applied on a unit by 
unit basis, so it will in future be possible for a multi-unit power station to have units operating on 
different bands simultaneously. 

• The new arrangements are… 
> Standard (low-range) co-firing: the allocation will drop from the current 0.5 ROC/MWh to 0.3 

ROC in 2013 and 2014 (subject to consultation), before returning to 0.5 ROC in April 2015. 

http://www.decc.gov.uk/en/content/cms/consultations/cons_ro_review/cons_ro_review.aspx�
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> Mid-range co-firing: 0.6 ROC from April 2013 
> High-range co-firing: 0.7 ROC from April 2013 then rising to 0.9 from April 2014. 

• In today’s decision, the headline levels of support have been lowered, and the co-firing thresholds 
have been raised, but this is offset by the fact that support will be calculated on a unit by unit basis 
instead of across the whole plant. The new structure is clearly intended to reward progressively 
higher rates of co-firing, ultimately leading to full conversion. 

• Note that the boundary between high range co-firing (85-100% biomass) and biomass conversion 
(effectively >90% biomass) is blurred and the practical relevance of the distinction in the banding is 
not obvious, to us anyway. 

• As with the conversion band, high and medium range co-firing will be grandfathered on a unit basis 
from the date that a unit becomes eligible for a band. 

> High range co-firing will be grandfathered at the band of 0.9 ROC/MWh that applies from 
April 2014. (Power stations that receive 0.7 ROC in 2013/14 will be able to switch to the 
higher rate of 0.9 ROC the following year.) 

> Mid range co-firing will grandfathered at 0.6 ROC from April 2013 
> Standard (low range) co-firing will not be grandfathered 

• To enable DECC to plan and to manage the budgetary implications of biomass co-firing and 
conversion, it is proposing measures that will require generators to register their intentions almost a 
year in advance. This would take effect from April 2014. This proposal will be consulted on shortly.  

Dedicated biomass power 

• The ROC allocation for dedicated biomass will be as originally proposed: 1.5 ROCs/MWh from April 
2013 (the same as it is now), dropping to 1.4 ROCs from April 2016. This support will be 
grandfathered. 

• Dedicated biopower plants that use energy crops will receive 2 ROCs/MWh from April 2013, dropping 
to 1.9 ROCs and 1.8 ROCs/MWh for new accreditations and additional capacity added in 2015/16 and 
2016/17 respectively. This energy crop uplift will also be grandfathered. 

• DECC is clearly concerned about a risk that too much dedicated electricity-only biopower capacity 
could be built, contrary to the government’s bioenergy strategy which sees a limited long-term roll for 
electricity-only dedicated plants. DECC says that it does not want to stop ‘shovel-ready’ dedicated 
plants from going forward – those which can reach financial close this year – but it proposes to 
consult on a ‘supplier cap’ to limit the number of new electricity-only plants, those built after April 
2013. It suggests a figure equivalent to 800-1000MW of new dedicated plant, which translates into 
about four or five new projects. Dedicated biomass CHP plants would be exempt from the cap. 

CHP uplift 

• This gets quite complicated and we suggest that interested readers should download DECC’s banding 
decision for the details. Essentially, from April 2013 to March 2015, CHP generators will be able to 
choose between a CHP uplift of 0.5 ROCs/MWh, or support under the separate Renewable Heat 
Incentive (RHI). Thereafter, the bands which include the CHP uplift will be closed to new 
accreditations and the renewable heat element will thereafter be rewarded by the RHI. 

Sustainability criteria 

• Sustainability criteria are going to be a hot topic for discussion over the next few months, and 
probably beyond. DECC will shortly launch a consultation on new proposals, but today’s 
announcement has provided a snapshot of what it has in mind. 

• The present supply chain emissions standard that applies to all existing converted, co-firing, and 
dedicated biopower plants in the UK is 285.12 kgCO2/MWh of electricity generated. This is equivalent 
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to 60% of the emissions of an average fossil fuel generator in the EU and roughly equal to the 
emissions of a CCGT gas plant. 

• DECC proposes that this biomass supply chain emission standard should be subject to limited 
grandfathering from 2013 through to April 2020 “subject to any changes which need to be introduced 
at any time

• The consultation will consider the setting of tighter sustainability criteria for the period 2020 to 2025. 
 to comply with EU or international obligations”.  

• There is one exception. DECC proposes to put new dedicated biopower plants – with or without CHP – 
which are accredited from April 2013, on an accelerated emission reduction trajectory of 240 
kgCO2/MWh from 2013-2020. DECC says that it is aware that the best ‘shovel-ready’ projects can 
meet this standard. 

Initial conclusions… 

It is too early to judge the full impact of today’s ROC decision. A great deal will depend on how DECC’s policy is 
translated into specific regulations. This will take time. The instant reaction on the newswires has been mixed, 
though attention has mostly focussed on other renewable technologies, particularly onshore wind, and on 
some separate and controversial encouragement for new gas-fired capacity, arguably at odds with the 
government’s decarbonisation objective. 

There has been some negative spill-over into the biomass sector, but today’s 16% drop in Drax Power’s share 
price, for example – at one point it was down 25% – appears to us to be too extreme a reaction. Coal-fired 
generators such as Drax which are planning conversions to biomass seem to have got more-or-less what they 
wanted: 1 ROC/MWh plus the bonus of having this allocated unit by unit instead of across the whole plant.  

Drax certainly seems pleased and in a conference call today it confirmed its intention to convert three of its six 
units to biomass over the next five years, the first converted unit coming on line in April-May 2013 and the 
second about a year later. It hopes the investment decision will be taken before the end of the year. The 
company revealed today that it had been conducting two parallel trials, one for enhanced co-firing and 
another for biomass conversion. The conversion trial has already operated a unit on 100% biomass for an 
extended period. 

The pace of Drax’s development will be largely governed by its feedstock supply chain: the three converted 
units will need about 7-8 million tonnes of pellet per year. Drax also confirmed its intention to press ahead 
with the construction of its own pellet manufacturing capacity, in the USA we understand. 

The co-firing ROC decision is more disappointing, perhaps, but the unit by unit approach offers some 
compensation and significant incentive to generators to move to higher rates of biomass use. The lower 
headline rates and the higher co-firing thresholds will discourage generators from burning biomass 
opportunistically without making much investment, which seems to us to be a sensible way of safeguarding 
the interests of electricity consumers. 

The biggest losers are the less well-advanced dedicated electricity-only biopower project developers. A few of 
the so-called ‘shovel-ready’ projects will now be able to go ahead, but the prospect of a cap on the number of 
new electricity-only dedicated plants will discourage others unless they are able to find a market for their heat. 

 

 

 


