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England’s wind farm experience offers
critical lessons for US fishing industry
BROADSTAIRS, KENT – Looking 
out over the English Channel on a 
quiet night in March, the horizon is 
surprisingly ablaze with lights.  A local 
fisherman quips, “People ask us if that’s 
France.”  

It’s not.  This illusion of a “city” 
of lights is the result of hundreds of 
enormous illuminated turbines in a 
string of wind farms located just off the 
southeast coast of England.

The United Kingdom (UK), which is 
made up of England, Scotland, Wales, 
and Northern Ireland, is racing to meet 
a European Union (EU) goal set in 2009 
to generate 20% of the EU’s energy needs 
from renewable sources by 2020. 

Offshore wind energy is a big part of 
the UK’s strategy for keeping up its end 
of the bargain, and the speed at which 
wind farm construction has taken place 
has suddenly and irrevocably changed 
the lives of the inshore fishermen who 
once fished the waters the farms now 
occupy.

As of early 2013, a total of 25 wind 
farms, ranging in size from 30 to 216 
turbines, were either under construction 
or operational in UK waters.  In a 

number of areas, 
the farms are 
clustered or 
contiguous, 
intensifying the 
impact on fishing 
operations.

The learning 
curve for UK 
fishermen has 
been huge.

“The 
government went 
for a rapid and 
massive drive 
into ‘renewable 
energy’ through 
wind farms at 
sea and the 
fishing industry 
was left to catch 
up,” said Tom 
Watson, a former 
fisherman who 
now serves as a 
fishing industry representative for seven 
offshore wind farm projects.

Government officials, too, have been 
scrambling to figure out new siting and 
leasing procedures, how to rapidly assess 
environmental impacts, and how best to 
engage the public in planning processes 
to ensure that offshore wind farms are 
sited where they will do the most good – 
and the least harm.  

Even energy companies have 
learned that relatively minor changes 
in their approaches to building offshore 
wind farms and opening up lines of 

communication can help build better 
working relationships with fishing 
communities.

Northeast US next
Here in the Northeast US, offshore 

wind energy development is about to take 
off.  Between the Obama Administration 
and a number of states, the path already 
has been cleared for the construction 
of up to 23 wind farm projects between 
Maine and North Carolina. 

And, on April 16, the administration 
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The 72' NSL Discovery, seen 
here transporting workers to a 
turbine in the Thanet Offshore 
Wind Farm, helps put the 
enormous size of these structures 
into perspective. 
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Former fisherman Tom Watson is a 
fisheries liaison to energy companies 
building or operating seven UK wind 
farms.  His responsibilities include 
arranging meetings with fishermen 
before construction, keeping them 
informed of all matters concerning 
construction, and then helping them 
deal with the wind farm once it begins 
operating.
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A Ramsgate-based gillnetter fishes outside of the boundaries of the Thanet Offshore 
Wind Farm.  The turbines in the background represent only a few of the 100 that make 
up the farm.  Each is mounted on a concrete-filled steel monopile hammered into the 
seabed for a total height of 377'.

http://www.fish-news.com/cfn


2  •  COMMERCIAL FISHERIES NEWS • MAY 2013

2  •  COMMERCIAL FISHERIES NEWS • MAY 2013

announced adoption of the National 
Ocean Policy Implementation Plan, 
which streamlines federal decision-
making and permitting processes and 
formalizes a “Coastal and Marine Spatial 
Planning Initiative” that some describe 
as “ocean zoning.”  Clearly, industrial 
development of the waters off our coast 
is closer to becoming a reality than ever 
before.

The Ocean Conservancy (TOC), a 
Washington, DC-based environmental 
group, has made a commitment to 
promoting “smart ocean planning.”  The 
goal is to ensure that offshore renewable 
energy development proceeds in a way 
that avoids conflict with marine life, the 
ocean environment, and ocean-dependent 
industries – including commercial and 
recreational fisheries – that support 
millions of jobs and generate billions 
of dollars in economic activity for the 
nation.

As part of that 
initiative, TOC 
sponsored a March 
16-21 fact-finding trip 
to England so that a 
group of individuals 
involved in fisheries 
here in the Northeast 
could learn more 
about how fishermen 
and regulators there 
are dealing with 
offshore wind energy 
development.

John Williamson 
of Kennebunk, ME, 
a former member of 
the New England 
Fishery Management 
Council and consultant, 
planned the trip.  

The result was 
five intensive days 
of meetings with English fishermen, 
fishing industry and energy company 
representatives, and UK and EU 
government planners, and a first-hand 
visit to the Thanet Offshore Wind Farm, 
a 100-turbine operation that stretches 
from the seaside town of Broadstairs to 
the port of Ramsgate.
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The 72’ NSL Discovery navigates through the 
Thanet Offshore Wind Farm turbines.  All together, the 
turbines have a maximum capacity to generate 300 
megawatts of electricity, enough to meet the energy 
needs of 200,000 UK households, according to project 
developer Vattenfall.
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The US team met with officials at the Crown Estate, which manages property 
owned by the British monarchy, including the seabed out to 12 nautical miles.  The 
Crown Estate is working to document inshore fishing grounds as part of an ocean-use 
mapping project.  From left, Meredith Mendelson, Michele Hallowell, Rick Robins, John 
Williamson, and Colin Warwick, fisheries liaison for the Crown Estate.
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The spinning blades of the turbines in the wind 
farm create a distorted radar image at the helm 
of the sportfishing vessel Fish Tickler III.  Local 
fishermen say this distortion makes it difficult – if 
not impossible – to track other vessels inside the 
array.

In addition to Williamson, 
other members of the team 
were:  Rick Bellavance, a 
Rhode Island charter boat 
captain and fisheries liaison 
for a wind farm proposed in 
state waters; John McMurray, 
an outdoors writer and owner 
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The 100-turbine Thanet Offshore Wind Farm is located 
7 miles from shore and covers a 21-square-mile area.  The 
distance between the turbines, which are set in rows, is 
about 1,640', and the distance between rows is about 
2,624'.  The minimum clearance between the spinning 
turbine blades and the sea surface is 72'.
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CFN editor 
Lorelei Stevens 

was a member of 
the US team that 

visited England in 
March to talk with 
fishermen, energy 

representatives, 
and officials 

to learn more 
about that 

country’s offshore 
wind energy 

development 
experiences.

of a charter boat that operates outside 
of New York City; Michele Hallowell, 
an attorney with the Washington, DC-
based law firm Kelley, Drye & Warren 
that represents fishing industry 
groups; Rick Robins, a Virginia seafood 
company owner and chairman of the 
Mid-Atlantic Fishery Management 
Council; Meredith Mendelson, 
deputy commissioner of the Maine 
Department of Marine Resources, who 
serves as the state rep on two regional 
ocean planning organizations; and 
Lorelei Stevens, editor of Commercial 
Fisheries News.

Sandra Whitehouse, senior adviser 
for national conservation policy and 

legal affairs for The Ocean Conservancy, 
explained TOC’s decision to support the 
trip this way.

“Wind structures are new for us 
here in the US.  Our goal at The 
Ocean Conservancy is to support 
the development of a comprehensive 
ocean plan so we put them in the right 
place,” she said.  “We recognize that 
commercial and recreational fisheries 
are a priority activity, and we wanted a 
group of influential people from these 
regions to learn about that country’s 
planning process and draw their own 
conclusions.”

In short, the team learned that:  
effective ocean planning is complex 

and requires full and honest public 
participation; fishing in and near 
wind farms is difficult for most kinds 
of fishermen; allowing fishermen and 
energy developers to work together 
independent of government constraints is 
critical; and the impacts of wind farms on 
fish stocks and the marine environment 
are largely unknown.

In the months to come, CFN, with the 
help of other team members, will share 
the lessons learned during the England 
trip in more detail.  Stay tuned, because, 
as Mendelson put it, “The fishing 
industry needs to be engaged early and 
often.  Very early and very often.”
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