
A WAL K ON
TH E W IL D S ID E

Wilburton Solar Farm, 2 Years On
Following reports of natural explosions of biodiversity on their solar farms 
this summer, Lightsource Renewable Energy decided to send a camera 
(and an adventurous member of staff) on a mission to Wilburton Solar 
Farm, a 5MWp installation comprising 19,960 solar panels, nestled beyond 
thick hedgerows close to the small village of Wilburton in Cambridgeshire.

On arrival, you would be forgiven for thinking that Wilburton Solar Farm 
is a peaceful place – 31 acres of swaying grass and pollinating wild flowers 
have established beautifully amongst placid rows of blue photovoltaic 
panels, silently absorbing daylight and turning it into electricity.  But stay 
a while on a warm September morning, and subtle movements in the 
foliage begin to reveal a hidden haven for Cambridgeshire’s most elusive 
residents.

As insects leap from the long grass away from eager feet, the outside 
world dissolves into the distance, leaving only the buzzing of bees and 
fluttering of butterflies. Camera stealthily on silent mode, let’s see who we 
encounter as we take a walk on Wilburton’s wild side… 



Trudging the grassy avenues, a 
hopping hare is quick to reveal its 
self... but not so easy to photograph 
as it darts for the cover of the panels.

According to the Hare Preservation 
Trust, the population of the Brown 
Hare has declined by more than 80% 
over the last 100 years, and in some 
areas of Britain it may even be locally 
extinct. But here at Wilburton Solar 
Farm, the Brown Hare is thriving. 
Before the installation of the solar 
farm, local gamekeeper Ben Furness 
used to spot only 3 or 4 of the native 
creatures on a stroll through the 
farm, but on recent walks he has seen 
more than 50. 

Did you know that hares do not 
store fat in their bodies? So they 
need a constant source of food all 
year round. Their ancestral homes 
were rich in a variety of grasses and 
herbs which matured in succession 
throughout the year.  But intensive 
agricultural practices have since 
reduced biodiversity levels within the 
hares’ habitat.  By using pockets of 
land passively for the generation of 
solar energy, we can start to increase 
the biodiversity levels of these areas 
again, meaning the Brown Hare is 
more likely to find food throughout 
the seasons.

BROWN HARE
Lepus Europaeus

Find out more: http://www.hare-preservation-trust.co.uk/status.php



Keen residents of meadows, open grasslands and hedgerows, 
the Small and Large White (often known collectively as the 
Cabbage White) are very much at home here in the bio-diverse 
grasslands of Wilburton Solar Farm. 

SMALL WHITE BUTTERFLY
Member of the Dixeia Genus

SMALL TORTOISESHELL BUTTERFLY
Aglais Urticae L.

Banks of wild flowers behind each row of panels harbour an 
abundance of insect activity, including several species of butterfly. 
The Small Tortoiseshell is one of the most widely recognised 
butterflies in Britain. Sadly though, it is experiencing a worrying 
decline. Numbers have always fluctuated, but their demise in recent 
years is yet to be explained. One theory is that it is being targeted 
by the parasitic fly, known as Sturmia Bella, which is increasingly 
migrating from the continent due to the effects of global warming.  
Solar farm havens, like the one here at Wilburton, provide valuable 
habitats for these surviving British icons, whilst helping to address 
the issue of climate change first hand.     

Find out more:  http://www.ukbutterflies.co.uk/species.php?species=urticae

Find out more:  http://www.bbc.co.uk/nature/life/Large_White



The primary threat to bumblebees in 
recent times has been changes to the 
countryside – mainly the decline in 
wild flowers.  

The rows of panels on a solar farm 
are separated by these large grassy 
avenues in order to prevent the 
panels from shading each other. 
So the infrastructure and panels 
here only occupy about 25% of the 
total 31 acre site, allowing further 
investment in measures to enhance 
the biodiversity of the area – such 
as luscious hedgerows and the wild 
flower planting enjoyed here by our 
Wilburton bee.

BUMBLEBEE
Bombus Pascuorum

Find out more:  http://bumblebeeconservation.org/about-bees/why-bees-need-help/



A subtle movement in the distance 
reveals the solar farm’s most coveted 
resident: The English Partridge. 
Its relative, the French Partridge, 
is a common sight in the UK, but 
unfortunately the English Partridge is 
now extremely rare on its home turf.  

Three years ago, Wilburton 
gamekeeper Ben Furness observed 
between 3 and 5 breeding pairs on 
the farm. Three years on, and only 
two years after the installation of the 
solar farm, Ben now watches over 
about 20 breeding pairs on the same 
land – an exciting and substantial 
increase in such a short space of 
time. Ben has his theories about why 
this could be: 

“The solar farm not only has the ideal 
habitat with plenty of shelter and 
insects for the birds to eat”, he says, 
“but it’s also fenced off, which means 
there aren’t many people walking 
around – or dogs”. 

Ben even suspects that the panels 
themselves are helping to provide 
protection from the elements and 
shelter from birds of prey. 

ENGLISH PARTRIDGE
Perdix Perdix

Find out more: http://www.gwct.org.uk/research__surveys/species_research/birds/grey_partridge_bap_species/221.asp



As we follow the stony path around 
the edge of the site, we spot a bright 
red dragonfly – A Common Darter. 
In fact, these are everywhere at 
Wilburton Solar Farm. Their long, 
bright red bodies make them easy 
to glimpse. This one is also easy to 
capture on film as it rests in the hazy 
sunshine.

The Common Darter is still abundant 
throughout England. It often prefers 
pond habitats but is often spotted 
away from water, resting on the tops 
of plants in woodland areas.

COMMON DARTER
Sympetrum Striolatum

Find out more:  http://www.british-dragonflies.org.uk/species/common-darter



NOTES TO EDITOR
19,960 solar panels at Wilburton Solar Farm convert the sun’s energy into electricity silently, 
with no moving parts. The array does not disturb wildlife. In fact, it provides a safe, peaceful 
haven for many species, whilst still generating enough clean electricity to supply over 1,400 
households - or in local terms, enough electricity for the houses in Wilburton, Aldreth and 
half of Haddenham.

Wide grassy avenues separate the rows of panels to prevent them from shading each 
other, so 23 out of the 31 acres at Wilburton Solar Farm are actually open grassland. The 
grasslands, additional planting of local species and bird and bat boxes in the surrounding 
trees formed an integral part of the solar farm’s design, working together to enhance 
habitat prospects and actively encourage biodiversity. 

The encircling security fence creates a safe haven for wildlife within the solar farm, away 
from common predators. The panels are also raised off the ground slightly, allowing animals 
to take shelter from the elements and birds of prey.

The solar farm saves 2,680 tonnes of CO2 emissions each year, and will save over 55,000 
tonnes over its lifetime compared with conventional energy generation  - this is the 
equivalent of taking 596 large family cars off the road.

The panels are arranged in rows across the field, facing south. They are supported on an 
aluminium framework with steel, pile driven foundations and are tilted at an angle of 25 
degrees to maximise efficiency.  The panels and framework reach a maximum height of 2.2 
meters and are well screened by surrounding natural hedgerows. 

The end of the project:

At the end of the life-cycle of the project, Lightsource will be responsible for returning the 
land to its original state. The framework can be pulled out of the ground easily with no 
lasting damage. Solar farms are one of the few ‘power station’ technologies which can sit 
happily amongst wildlife and vegetation, generating clean electricity without harming the 
ground they sit on.
  

Total land area

31 Acres

Homes Powered:
1,650

Number of panels

19,960

CO2  savings =

596 cars off the road
Commissioning date

14th July 2011

Open grassland inside the solar farm

23 Acres

Installed capacity

5.0 MWp
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