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This paper sets out a proposal for an investigation to examine the use of solar (photovoltaic) power1 in 

London, and seeks to answer the following questions: what is the current situation regarding solar power in 

London; what potential is there to increase it; and what further measures can the Mayor and others take to 

encourage this increase?  

Background 

Solar generated electricity has the potential to help cut electricity bills and carbon emissions, as well as 

making a positive contribution to the Mayor’s decentralised energy targets. With Mayoral plans to 

significantly reduce CO2 emissions in London by 2020 and the introduction of the Merton Rule in 20032, 

which required new developments to generate at least 10 per cent of their energy needs from on-site 

renewable energy equipment, investment into solar power sources for London is seen as a great possibility. 

Solar projects can be cost-effective and make a contribution to UK carbon emission objectives in the 

context of overall energy goals. The government currently encourages the generation of solar power 

primarily by offering financial incentives through the system of Feed-In-Tariffs.  It also offers financing 

support to help with the initial start-up costs. 

The current situation in London 

It is clear that London has the potential to generate more electricity from solar energy.  Technical studies 

estimated that solar could provide up to 20 per cent of London’s electricity needs3  while the current 

capacity of 57,809 KW meets just over 1 per cent.  This means that London has the lowest amount of 

installed solar power capacity of any region in the UK, despite being the most affluent and populous part of 

the country, and having a favourable climate by UK standards.  

 

                                                 
1
 For the purposes of this paper, references to solar power relate to photovoltaic (PV) power only, and not to other 

types (such as solar heating). 
2
 Merton Rule, Merton Council  

3
 GLA Decentralised energy capacity study, Oct 2011 – phase 1 technical assessment. Table ii  
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Appendix 1 

http://www.merton.gov.uk/environment/planning/planningpolicy/mertonrule.htm
http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/de_study_phase1.pdf
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Installations at homes, businesses and public sector spaces (such as schools) all lag behind other parts of 

the UK.  Solar panels are currently installed on fewer than 0.5 per cent of London’s over 3 million homes 

and only 7 per cent of London’s 3,000 schools.  A recent study on solar energy also found that the vast 

majority of commercial roof space has no solar panels.4 Furthermore, public bodies such as the GLA, 

Transport for London (TfL) and local authorities could do more to expand and roll out  best practice within 

their own land and property portfolios but are only doing so to varying degrees. 

London does have some high profile solar projects, including Blackfriars rail station (the world’s largest 

‘solar-powered bridge’), St Mary's Church in Islington, or the main stadium car park roof at the Olympic 

Park, which produces up to 360 KW of solar energy. But these are the exceptions and much more needs to 

be done to harness the advantages that solar power offers to London, especially with regards to residential 

which is the most active sector in the rest of the UK.  

The reasons for London’s poor performance  

The main reasons for the low take up of solar across London are not fully known, and the Mayor has asked 

the London Sustainable Development Commission (LSDC) to examine this issue – it will be carrying out this 

work over the next few months.  Possible barriers that have been raised include: 

 lack of political leadership; 

 a cityscape of thin, tall buildings as well as much terraced housing with little roof space; 

 greater transience in the residential population and lower levels of home ownership means fewer 

households install solar panels; 

 higher installation costs, for example due to the height of the buildings causing extra scaffolding and 

costs; and  

 limitations posed by the city’s numerous conservation areas; 

 practical and technological issues; and 

 public perception of solar power – it may still be seen as a niche source of power   

Role of the Mayor and the GLA 

The Mayor’s Climate Change Mitigation and Energy Strategy and the London Plan set out the Mayor’s 

ambition to source 25 per cent of London’s energy needs from local, low carbon sources by 2025. There is 

no specific target relating to solar. 

The Mayor promotes solar installation in his two main energy efficiency programmes: RE:FIT for public 

sector organisations and RE:NEW for households.  So far, RE:FIT has resulted in a range of energy efficiency 

and carbon reduction measures across London. Solar was considered, for example, as part of the ‘Enfield 

2020 Sustainability Programme’ and PV panels were installed on Enfield’s Civic Centre in 2013. The London 

Fire Brigade (LFB) took part in the original RE:FIT pilot where ten fire stations were fitted with energy 

conservation measures including solar panels, with a further 20 fire stations included in a second RE:FIT 

phase. RE:NEW has supported the installation of solar panels to 4,300 homes.  Furthermore, the Mayor’s 

                                                 
4
 SolarCentury's analysis of Ofgem statistics 

http://www.solarcentury.com/uk/media-centre/retailers-can-progress-solar-roofs-solarcenturys-breakthrough-approach/
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planning policy has secured 7MW of solar capacity5 in 2013 as a result of implementing the London Plan 

energy policies (specifically Policy 5.2). These policies require larger schemes to generate decentralised 

renewable energy on site, for example with wind turbines, combined heat and power (CHP) systems or 

solar panelling.  

Among the GLA’s functional bodies, about one third of the LFB buildings have been fitted with solar arrays. 

TfL currently only utilises 11 solar arrays with installed capacity of 250 KW on its range of around 300 

properties (excluding bus shelters), while the Metropolitan Police Services (MPS) has 20 solar arrays with 

619KW capacity on its building stock.6  

A recent Assembly motion passed in January urged the Mayor to go further and set up a Solar Delivery Unit, 

to deploy solar panels on London’s schools. The motion proposed that the Mayor allocate £0.2 million of 

funding for such a unit from his 2015-16 budget, but the Mayor rejected the idea.  A further motion, agreed 

unanimously in February, proposed that the Mayor of London investigates further funding streams that 

may be used to accelerate delivery solar PV panel installations on schools.7 

Scope 

This investigation will focus on solar generation from London’s homes, which make up the vast majority of 

London’s potential capacity.  Maximising solar energy production from households will therefore be vital in 

contributing to the objective of generating 25 per cent of London’s energy needs from local, low carbon 

sources by 2025.  This includes a range of property types and tenures: owner-occupied dwellings, leasehold 

flats, the private rented sector and social housing.  There are also different challenges and opportunities for 

installing solar panels to new and existing homes which the Committee can explore. 

It has also been considered to focus the investigation on the GLA’s functional bodies, the wider public or 

the commercial sector. A sole focus on the GLA may, however, make it difficult to generate outside interest 

and stakeholder contributions, and does not address the larger issue of domestic solar capacity. A review of 

the domestic sector will still highlight that more could be done to showcase the use and benefits of solar 

across the GLA Estate in order to encourage other organisations and property owners to do the same. The 

Mayor’s efforts in this area as well as the impact of his RE:FIT programme could be followed up later in the 

year as part of an overall update on carbon targets.  More than 90 per cent of solar panels installed in the 

UK have been in the domestic sector while solar has been slow to take off in commercial properties so far.  

With at least 9 per cent of London occupied by residential buildings, the domestic solar sector has greater 

capacity considering the available roof space, while there is also more scope to get the Mayor and local 

authorities involved, so it appears valid to focus on this area instead. 

Terms of reference 

The following terms of reference are suggested: 

                                                 
5
 Energy Planning. Monitoring the implementation of London Plan energy policies in 2013  

6 According to information from the Better Buildings Partnership and responses to Mayoral Questions by Assembly 
Members 
7 Assembly Motions webpage  

http://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/2013%20Energy%20Planning%20Monitoring%20Report%20PDF_1.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/mayor-assembly/london-assembly/meetings-whole-assembly/motions
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1. To set out the current landscape of solar energy generation in London’s housing sector, regarding 

policy and capacity, within the national context. 

2. To understand the opportunities and challenges for developing more solar generation from London’s 

homes and explore the role of the Mayor for engaging in this. 

3. To examine how effective existing programmes have been in promoting and implementing domestic 

solar energy generation in London. 

Key issues to explore 

1. How much solar capacity is already installed on London’s homes and what are the trends (by borough 

and sector)? 

2. How does solar energy generation in London compare to other parts of the UK and to comparable 

major cities around the world?   

3. What is the national and local policy framework that regulates and influences solar energy generation 

in London? 

4. What is the current state of the solar energy market and what opportunities are there for further 

developing it? 

5. What are the Mayor/the GLA and other public bodies doing to promote solar panel installations in 

London? 

6. What are the benefits and challenges /barriers to installing more solar panels on London’s homes? 

How does solar compare to other renewable energy technologies? 

7. What, more specifically, are the current practical and technological limitations? What opportunities 

are offered by new, emerging and evolving technologies and how can the domestic sector take 

advantage of these?  

8. What are public perceptions of solar power? Is it seen as a mainstream or a niche energy source? 

9. What more can a future Mayor and the GLA do? What impact are possible actions likely to have? What 

limitations are there? 

Methodology 

1. Initial desk research  

2. A call for evidence (May). Key stakeholders include: 

 GLA group and local authorities  

 Housing associations and the Home Builders Federation 

 Community and residents organisations 

 Solar Trade Association  

 Commercial solar power providers 
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 Renewable energy consultants 

 Academia and research bodies 

 DECC 

3. A site visit (in June) including one or more locations where solar has been or is being installed which 

may illustrate the kind of potential available in London.  This would allow Members to meet informally 

with stakeholders to discuss the issues and barriers to greater solar generation in London, and help 

inform the formal meeting in July. We are looking to use view a housing site that has been funded by 

the GLA or had support from RE:NEW, and/or a community solar project. 

Media: If the site visit includes a number of vocal stakeholders and can offer some interesting picture 

opportunities, the external relations team may be able to convince ITV London or BBC London to cover 

it.  Otherwise, trade press and local newspapers should find the visit of interest.  The external relations 

team will also use the opportunity to shoot video and take photographs of the visit. 

4. A Committee meeting (2 July) with invited experts covering key issues identified through research, the 

call for evidence and the site visit. 

 


