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Recap webinar duty of decommissioning 
 

On the 19th of January the Rich North Sea Program in collaboration with ReVIFES 
organized a webinar about the duty of decommissioning of wind farms in the North 
Sea. The North Sea is quickly becoming an important cornerstone of our drive to 
change our energy system to renewables. This hasn’t started overnight; the first 
wind farms (in the Dutch part of the North Sea) were commissioned already almost 
20 years ago. This means that now is the time to make strategic plans for 
decommissioning of these windfarms.   
 
In this webinar we talked about decommissioning. It is important to state that by the 
duty of decommissioning in this case, we mean the full removal of structures of wind 
farms out of the ocean. Not just the end of use of the wind turbines. In Dutch 
explained as ‘opruimplicht’.   
 

About the webinar 
The webinar consisted of three parts: direct questions to our specialists, theorems 
and topics that should be discussed in the future. We kicked the webinar of with an 
video that served as a introduction to the topic of decommissioning.   
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Speakers of the webinar:  

 

Henk Nieboer (host):  Interim-director of the Netherlands Water Partnership (NWP) 

and owner of Adealta 

Joop Coolen:   Benthic ecologist, specialized in the ecology of natural reefs, 

coastal defenses, shipwrecks, and offshore installations 

Alex Oude Elferink:  Director of the Netherlands Institute for the Law of the Sea 

Chris Backes:   Professor at Utrecht University, Centre for Water, Oceans 

and Sustainability Law 

Matthew Geraghty:   Founder, and ReWind venture lead at DNV 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Gcg9mhMeQ4Y
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Questions to our speakers  
 

Question 1: In which laws does the duty of decommissioning have a place, and 

how can we best work with these laws?   

 

Answer by Chris Backes, Professor for environmental and planning law at Utrecht University:   

  

“We looked at the Dutch law and there are basically three sources for this duty: One is the 
legal provision in the Dutch Water Degree (in Dutch: waterbesluit), which states that: all 
these installations must be removed. However, we think that this provision is no longer 
applicable. Because it’s legal basis in the water act has been removed. So, this was an 
interesting finding as such. I will not bore you with the details of this, but even if this is true 
you still have two sources where such a duty is laid down. That is the windfarm side decision 
(in Dutch: kavelbesluit) on the one hand and the permit for the wind farm on the other 
hand. As a default, these two decisions both contain such a duty to remove the wind farm 
after it does no longer operate anymore. However, legally there is room to deviate from this 
duty and to change these two decisions: the wind farm side decisions and also the permit. 
To make it possible to weigh the interest that nature values have been created during the 
operating phase of a wind park and other interests authorities can allow to deviate from the 
duty of removal of these installations. So legally, not only in international law, as Alex 
referred to, but also in national law there is room to weigh different interests and to take 
into account the nature values which have appeared.” 
 

Question 2: Which are the most valuable parts of a wind turbine that we want to 

get back to shore? And can you give us some insights in the costs of 

decommissioning? 

 

Answer by Matthew Geraghty, founder, and ReWind venture lead at DNV:   

  
“From a simple standpoint the valuable parts of a wind turbine are any of your metal parts of 
the turbine. So your tower, your generator, electronical components, each have a different 
scrap value. Copper is right now trading about 7500 euros per ton for example, but that 
doesn’t mean we are going to get that from a ton of copper from a wind farm unfortunately. 
We need to have this stripped and separated from the windfarm so there are quite a lot of 
costs that go into that at the moment. When we look at the actual costs for 
decommissioning for offshore wind farms I looked back at some studies that DNV has done 
over the past ten years or so. We are averaging somewhere around 100.000 euro per 
megawatt to decommission an offshore windfarm and that is including the residual value you 
get of the turbines. For a kind of larger turbine that works out, for example 10 megawatt, for 
about a 1.000.000 per wind turbine, that is including the offset from that scrap value. There 
are other components that are valuable for different reasons within offshore wind turbines. 
We’ve got permanent magnets that drive turbines with rare earth metals. There is a big push 
in Europe at this moment to develop that recycling supply chain for rare earth metals, that is 
something to be really taking into account. And in terms of components that have little 
residual value or that are quite difficult to deal with obviously the big elephant in the room is 
blades. There is a huge push within the wind industry at the moment to try and develop 
suitable solutions to recycle blades and fully recycle them, not just recover energy from 
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them, or to repurpose them to for example playground materials. It is all these costs that 
need to be taken in account during the decommissioning of a windfarm.”    
 

Question 3: Which parts of the windfarm would be best, from an ecological 

standpoint, left behind?   

 

Answer by Joop Coolen, benthic ecologist, specialized in the ecology of natural reefs, coastal 

defenses, shipwrecks, and offshore installations at Wageningen Marine Research:   

 

 “First of all, I would like to state that ‘ecological’ in this sense, would be benthic ecological, 
since this is my expertise. I’m not considering fish, mammals and all other species that might 
be in de neighborhood of a turbine foundation. My view is that you often have a very simple 
structure on the water, you often have a very rocky scour protection and then you have the 
turbine foundation which is often a large steel tube. Both of these parts are hosting a large 
number of species, but some of these species are invasive or potentially invasive species and 
these are the most numerous in the shallow parts of the foundation. So if you would turn 
around the question, I would definitely remove the shallow part, which is probably also the 
best for safety at sea. And from the seabed upwards, on the seabed rocks, the substrates 
that are present are very similar to what we have naturally in the North Sea on the seabed. 
We have the Cleaver Bank, we have the Borkum reef grounds, in Germany, Belgium or 
Denmark we have other gravel beds or other large bolder fields. So I think it is worthwhile to 
leave these parts in place. Because I don’t hear Matthew stating that these have any value, 
probably they have mostly costs, and they are very similar substrate wise. What we do not 
yet know clearly is whether the community’s on there are very similar to natural communities 
and rocky beds. So, this should be studied a little bit better. And then there is the in between 
part, between the seabed and ten meters of depth. And that is unclear, we do not have 
proper data to really answer the question what the ecological value of these different parts 
is. So, as I already suggested in the video, let’s consider leaving the lower 5 to 10 meters. 
But that’s a guess, we don’t know for sure. That’s the honest answer.” 
 
Question: The United Nations Convention on the Law of the Sea (UNCLOS) also 

has also a balancing role for the use of the ocean space, do you feel that the 

geospatial distribution is equally balanced between the different users of the 

sea?   

 

Answer by Alex Oude Elferink, Professor in International Law of the Sea, School of Law, 

Utrecht University:  

 
“I think that you cannot say that the UNCLOS really attaches specific figures to what kind of 
special user functions should be prioritized. There are certain cases in which that actually 
does is the case, for example when you look at navigation. There are recognized shipping 
routes, which is also the case in the North Sea, then these routes basically take priority over 
other uses. But otherwise it is largely up to coastal states to decide how they spatially 
organize their maritime zones, of course taking into account the interests of the international 
community and their environmental obligations.” 
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Question: If we decide to leave (some) structures behind, how do we avoid an 

unwanted domino effect of leaving all kinds of other structures behind as well? 

E.g., avoid creating legal loopholes.   

 

Answer by Alex Oude Elferink:  

 
“I think that the short answer is that you have to look at this on a case-by-case basis. So, in 
each specific case you have to take into account the relevant legal framework and whether 
that requires or justifies leaving in place a specific installation. I mean you cannot conclude 
from the fact that if a part of an installation is left in place in one instance that that provides 
a justification for all installations. No, you have to look at the particular circumstances and 
weigh all the relevant circumstances of that case.”  
 
Answer by Chris Backes:  

 
“Removal and decommissioning is the legal default. It is required on the basis of the existing 
permits, and it is also the default in the policy plans and papers that you always should, after 
use, remove everything. This default is functional and makes sense because you should not 
create an uncontrolled ability to leave all sorts of things behind in the North Sea. But in 
certain cases you are able to deviate from this default and say: well, here the weighing of 
interests is different because of what has appeared in nature. Or even say: in future 
decisions on permits, in this case we already know now that these natural values will appear 
and if so, you are allowed or even should leave those structures behind. Hence, in Dutch 
law, and also according to European law and international law, this is always a case by case 
decision, and removal of what you put there is always the default option.” 
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Theorems 
 

Theorem 1: The duty of decommissioning shouldn’t be black or white, partial 

removal of structures should be an option.   

Reaction by Matthew Geraghty:  

“I think this is really important. Flexibility in your options around decommissioning is 
something that really can be essential to the economic aspect. I think the others 
experts can tell a lot about the positive environmental impact to leave things like 
scour protection. Plus if you don’t have to remove the full dept foundations for 
example, that can really reduce your costs at end of life. The other point that I 
would like to mention, that I didn’t mention before, is that we see an increasing 
trend that there may be a potential market for resell of second hand components 
that might have some life left in them. Whether that may be to offshore wind farms 
to reinstall, or even on land for some of the older wind farms. It is possible, but 
maybe hasn’t really happened yet, it would be interesting to see where you could 
offset the costs of decommissioning.” 

Question: Should there be restrictions to location as to where (parts of) 

structures can be left behind? For example, should structures be left behind in 

highly dynamic sandy habitats?   
 

Answer by Joop Coolen: 
 
 “I think this are many questions in one. I can’t make a statement on whether it is 
okay or not to leave a structure behind, that needs a bit more study and 
consideration. I would definitely consider the history presence of reefs in that 
evaluation. We used to have much more reefs in the North Sea, particularly in the 
Dutch part of the North Sea, than we have at the moment. These reefs are almost all 
gone now, because they have been removed around one hundred years ago. We 
don’t know how it was before that time, because we don’t have the data of 500 
years ago. A thousand years ago nobody knows. We only know that 10.000 years 
ago it was land. Between that time, we have no data to evaluate this.  
 

About the ‘sea dunes’: these highly dynamic sandy areas, I honestly don’t know. I 
think if you leave a structure there that it will be covered by sand every once in a 
while. That is a very slow process. So, it might be covered for ten years and then it 
might be uncovered for ten, etc. Covering the structure would reset the community 
to zero, because it is then al shuttered. But when it becomes available again, then it 
will be colonized again. So that will be a different affect, than doing it on a very 
stable location where there is no movement of the sand.   
 

And with this point, I would agree with the suggestion. Yes, I would consider leaving 
parts behind. Not only me actually, around five years ago, we did a survey under 
mainly ecologists throughout the world, especially from Europe. And we were really 
surprised by the results. One of the questions was exactly like this: the duty of 
decommissioning should include leaving structures partially in place. I believe that 90 
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or 95% off the people agreed that we should consider leaving parts behind as a hard 
artificial reef. So that is a wide shard view. That doesn’t mean that we are 
advocating to leave things in place, but it means we’re advocating to consider 
leaving things in place.”  
 

Questions and comments that were raised by the audience:  

• Theorem 1; maybe, but will leaving the foundation lead to decreasing of spatial 
planning options for society?  

• Absolutely agree, on the condition that what is left is of significant value to nature 
and that a certain amount of funds are reserved (transferred from operator) for 
monitoring and management of the structure (reef) for the long term  

• This first theorem seems in line with the legal framework. The main issue is what 
the justification criteria for allowing the abandonment are, what the protected 
interests are.  

Theorem 2: There is not a one size, fits all solution: for every wind farm 

(or turbine) separate decisions need to be made  

Question: Would it be an idea that already during the building phase a budget is 

put aside (with an independent party) from which either decommissioning will be 

paid or potential issues solved after the structure is non-decommissioned and 

otherwise remaining money could be used for monitoring or nature 

enhancement?   

 

Answer by Matthew Geraghty:  
 
“Yes absolutely. Not only is it a good idea, but we also foresee it becoming a 
requirement in many markets. I look at a global perspective for decommissioning and 
both offshore and on shore. In on shore projects we see quite often an 
decommissioning bond or reserve account that need to be put in place from the very 
beginning of the life of a project in order to grand your permit, and to actually build 
your project in the first place. So that’s quite common. This really all stems from 
some on shore projects in the United States. At the end of their useful life, the 
companies that owned them, the kind of special purpose companies that were set up 
to own them, just went back on them. And this resulted in mass turbine graveyards 
where turbines have just been left rotting. So that’s something that we really want to 
avoid. It doesn’t do anybody any good. All it does is give the wind industry a bad 
name. So, yes, I think it is a good idea, and I also think it is important to try to 
understand these costs as well as you can, because it is really easily overestimated, 
as well as underestimated. And if it is overestimated it can really have a negative 
impact on the business case for an offshore windfarm.”  
 

Host Henk Nieboer: So, it is important to think about decommissioning during the 

design phase? Do you see that happening already?    

Answer by Matthew Geraghty:  

“Yes, absolutely. The initial assumption was that decommissioning was so far 
down the line that we don’t need to include it in our business model if we 
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are applying for financing for example. But now more and more we are 
seeing financiers and investors demanding that the decommissioning costs 
are really well thought out during the development phase, and that there is a 
plan in place for that phase. We even see in some markets that there is a 
requirement, again before you get your permits, that you provide a 
decommissioning plan during the development phase, to show that you have 
thought about this, and know what it is going to cost, that you know what 
the environmental impacts are and that you ensure that it will be handled in 
a responsible way when end of life does eventually comes around.”  

Question: Does the legal framework allow us to deviate from a one size fits all 

solution?  

 

Answer by Chris Backes:  
 
“We hope to have made clear that both national and international law facilitates this. 
The possibility to engage in a weighing process in individual cases and to deviate 
from the default option may be more extensive than some people thought.”  
 
Other questions and comments that were raised by the audience:   

• If leaving parts of a structure offshore, it needs to be well marked and preferably 
surrounded by a safety zone that might be considered as an OECM (Other 
effective area-based conservation measures)   

 
Theorem 3: Nature restoration add-ons/artificial reefs, such as European oyster 

beds that are placed between the offshore wind turbines, should be left in place 

during and after decommissioning. 

 

Answer by Joop Coolen:  
 
“I completely agree with this theorem. We are making significant effort to create and 
install these types of reefs, and particular the European oyster beds, and I would be 
very surprised if they would all have to be removed after end of life of the structure. 
However, if you would have to remove the whole turbine foundation, the scour 
protection, open the seabed again for removing all activities and bring it back to the 
state it was in before the windfarm was present, then for sure the fishermen will 
come in and fish the created biodiversity away again. So, the situation after the 
windfarm installations has been removed should be considered in this. Perhaps the 
area for example should remain closed as it was in the presence of the windfarm.”  
 

Question by Alex Oude Elferink: “Should you always conclude that these 

reefs/add-ons should be left in place, or should you also monitor what is 

happening in practice and whether that aligns with what you expected when you 

placed these installations and whether they do not have any unforeseen negative 

effects on the environment, or is that something we can categorically exclude 

from happening?”  
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Answer by Joop Coolen:  
 
“Well I would absolutely want to monitor it, because of course we are interested in 
what is happening. With the European oyster we can assume that nothing negative 
will happen, as they have been here for thousands of years before we started 
removing them. If anything happens, that would be an effect perhaps we didn’t 
expect, but probably better then when they are not present. Artificial reefs however 
are a different topic. They need to be designed in a way that we can guarantee that 
nothing negative will happen, and then we can build on many years of experience of 
such as shipwrecks in the world but also in the North Sea. For scientific reasons we 
would be interested in what happens, but you need to be very certain, before you 
decide to leave an artificial reef in place, that there will arise no negative effects.”  
 
Answer by Chris Backes:  
 
“If during the lifetime of a windfarm a reef develops, whether it be oysters or 
Sabellaria, and if such a reefs qualifies as a reef according to the habitats directive, 
then there may be a requirement to announce this area as a potential natura 2000 
area to the European Commission, because such reefs have to be protected. If such 
a reef indeed develops, then an additional legal regime applies. The duty to protect 
such reefs has to be balanced/ reconciled with the duty to remove, which is laid done 
in the site decisions and permits of the wind farm. Often, this will lead to a 
need/duty to deviate from the default and to repeal the duty to remove the 
structures which made the evolution of the reef possible.”  
 

Questions and comments that were raised by the audience:   

• What is the current and future likelihood that decommissioning requirements will 
exclude scopes such as installed artificial reef units and scour protection (rocks), 
given their biodiversity and overgrowth after 30 years?  

• Could it be an option to define wind farms with nature restoration projects as 
OECMs and, in case of potential removal of the wind farm, redefine this into a 
protected nature area?  

• So far, artificial reefs do not quality as protected habitats - in the UK, there have 
been discussions on this i.r.t. oil & gas structures. Only natural reefs count as 
protectable habitat. This distinction is also illustrated by the OSPAR Artificial Reefs 
Guidelines, which demand that artificial reefs must be ‘removable.’  
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Future topics to discuss 
 

After the video, questions to our speakers and discussion of the theorems, there was 
room for our audience to come up with topics for future webinars.  
 

• Elaborate further on the legal framework of leaving structures (partially) behind   
• The liability and responsibility of leaving structure behind   

• The value of nature  
• How should we redesign a wind farm when structures can be left behind?   
• The repowering of offshore wind farms   
• The effect that leaving offshore wind structure in place will have on other 

industries  
 

The next webinar will on the 11th of May 2023 from 13:00 till 14:00.  

 


