Solar farms boost endangered wildlife while advancing UK’s clean energy goals
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Solar Farms: A Boon for Biodiversity and Renewable Energy
A compelling new study has emerged, supporting the notion that solar farms can invigorate local wildlife while contributing significantly to the fight against climate change. Research conducted on 124 solar farms across the UK reveals that these installations are home to approximately 7,500 birds belonging to 94 different species, including around 20% classified as endangered under the “Red List,” such as nightingales, skylarks, and yellowhammers.
The findings, released by Solar Energy UK in collaboration with Lancaster University and ecological consultancies, illustrate a biodiversity profile that also includes nearly 3,000 butterflies and bumblebees from 29 species, as well as eight mammal species, including water voles and brown hares. The report details the presence of 44 tree species and 314 plant species within these renewable energy sites, demonstrating the multifaceted ecological potential of solar farms.
Chris Hewett, Chief Executive of Solar Energy UK, noted, "Three years ago, we knew anecdotally that solar farms were good for wildlife. But the evidence is strong now. We are starting to see clear benefits for biodiversity, with over 50% of sites seeing Red Listed birds.” This assertion is backed by parallel studies, including recent research from the RSPB and University of Cambridge, which found that solar farms managed with natural habitats can support nearly three times as many birds compared to adjacent arable farmland.
The potential for solar farms extends beyond avian populations. An RSPB spokesperson emphasised, “In the right location and when managed with wildlife in mind, solar farms can deliver meaningful benefits for farmland species, particularly in intensively farmed landscapes where nature is often depleted.” The introduction of habitats such as hedgerows and wildflower patches not only supports wildlife but can also enhance food and shelter availability for these species.
Innovative approaches are increasingly being adopted alongside traditional energy production. Some solar farms are integrating livestock grazing beneath the solar panels, promoting an agricultural ecosystem that augments biodiversity. Craig Bennett, Chief Executive of The Wildlife Trusts, highlighted the opportunity to restore degraded peatland, suggesting that innovative installations could help revive essential ecosystems. “If done carefully, it’s possible to do solar farms in a 'nature-positive' way,” he stated, indicating that deploying solar technology on low-quality agricultural land could yield ecological benefits while harnessing renewable energy.
Energy Minister Michael Shanks MP reinforced these findings, arguing against the narrative that solar energy competes with nature. He asserted, “Solar power is a fundamental part of our clean power ambitions, strengthening our energy security and protecting billpayers, whilst supporting nature, farmers and local communities.” This sentiment encapsulates a growing recognition of the duality of solar farming: its capacity to provide clean energy and bolster ecological health.
In summary, as evidence mounts supporting the environmental benefits of solar farms, the integration of wildlife conservation practices in solar energy models presents a promising path forward. Not only do these initiatives contribute to renewable energy goals, but they also play a vital role in restoring biodiversity in increasingly intensively farmed landscapes, paving the way for a healthier and more sustainable future.
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