
Regional Focus

40

ISSUE 1  March 2015 

The wind energy landscape in Uruguay has changed considerably since 2005. A few wind 
turbines appearedbetween 2005-2010, as first commercial developments by private and public 
companies, and over the last five years the countryside has become populated with them, together 
with more traditional activities involving cattle and agriculture.

Today 520 MW are installed, and more than 1,300 MW are expected by 2016, which is enough 
to provide more than 30% of the nation’s electricity demand. Uruguay had no wind energy in 
2005, so the question is what happened in the meantime? There is probably no single answer, but 
planning and policies seems to be the most significant factors. 

Uruguay country data
Area: 176.215 km2
Population: 3.4 million inhabitants 
Population density: 19.3 inhabitants/km2

Uruguay electricity sector data

Installed power (MW) 2005 2015*

Hydro 1.538 1.538

Thermal –fossil fuels 497 1.272

Thermal – biomass 15 426

Wind Energy - 520

Solar pv - 2

2.050 3.758

*estimated
Power peak (MW)1.918 MW
Mean power (MW) ~1.300 MW

Wind Energy Development 
in Uruguay
Pablo Caldeiro
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Background
Uruguay has a long tradition in 

renewables, headed up by hydro since 1930’s, 
combined with fossil fuel thermal plants. 
The system seems to run smoothly, but the 
nation’scapacity limit for hydro was reached 
during the 1990’s, and a new frameworkwas 
needed in order to supply electricity demand.

Electricity demand doubles every 20 
years, so fossil fuels solutions did not seem 
to be best way: fluctuating oil prices and GHG 
emissions are the main reasons.

Renewables were the alternative, but 
duringthe 1990’s very little data was collected. 
Practically no MW were installed during 1990-
2005, and shortfalls of energy and raising prices 
were of great concern. Discussions started in 
2005, and led to the first national Energy Policy 
in 2008, shaping the main lines on a long term 
basis to 2030, and working on four strategic 
lines: Institutional, Supply, Demand and Social. 
Local sources and renewables were prioritized, 
and 300 MW of wind Energy by 2015 was set 
as a very challenging target.

At the same time, first steps were taken to 
exploring renewables:

• Public University developed the Wind 
Energy Map together with public utility (UTE) 
and Secretary of Energy (DNE).

• Specifically dedicated met stations were 
installed by UTE and DNE, to certify wind 
resources.

• First tender was opened in 2006 to 
install biomass, small hydro and wind energy 
(20 MW each).

Wind potential proved to be enough 
to allow the installation of thousands of 
MW, showing it to be the most promising 
together with biomass, but still a couple of 
questions remained around energy prices 
and source variability. Also, theelectricity 
framework needed to be reshaped in order 
to attract private companies, as required 
infrastructureinvestments were too high to be 
developed exclusively by pubic companies.

Development of a 
Wind Energy Market

Afterfirst steps, a tender for Power 
Purchase Agreement (PPA’s) was opened in 
2009 for 150 MW exclusively on wind energy, 
with high success. Prices fell to an average of 
about 84 USD/MWh and world-class players 
bid for over 950 MW. 

Maturity in the wind energy marketalso 
helped, and improved technologies led to an 
even more substantial price reduction – the 
new tender opened in 2011 awarded projects 
at an average bid of 63.5 USD/MWh.

Since then prices continue to fall, while 
more than 1.200 MW were awarded to 
private and public companies, spurred on by 
confidence in a favourable business climate and 
an existing long-term Energy Policy.

It is also important to highlight an 
outstanding wind potential for electricity 
generation all over the country (with average 
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capacity factors of 42%, taking into account 
operational wind farms until 2014), as well 
as AAA investment grade for the utility 
(UTE),which has led to competitive prices 
without subsidies. 

It may be difficult to know which 
aspects were most important to allow such a 
development, but certainly planning was one 
of them. The Energy Policy features renewable 
energiesas a cornerstone forUruguay, 
introducing goals and clear action lines to 
achieve them. 

Wind energy turnsthese hopes into reality, 
and many issues have to be faced in a system 
with a high introduction of fluctuating power 
supply but, once again, proper planning to take 
actions seem to be the best recipe. 

Other aspects 

Environmental issues

Wind Energy development enables 
a huge reduction in GHG emissions when 
compared with traditional fossil fuel power 
plants. However, there remains a big challenge 
in achievingsustainable growth, and actions 

need to be taken to avoid impacts during 
construction and operation. A new framework 
for environmental impacts has been drawn up 
by the government, taking best practices from 
various countries regarding noise, shadow 
flicker, birdlife, etc.

Local content

Energy Policy includes many aspects 
beyond economics and technical matters, and 
local development is one of them. One of the 
goals is to foster the roleof local companies, 
specially focused on tech-based supplies.
Through decrees, a minimum of 20% local 
content was set, in order to give support to 
industry and services in the Energy sector.
It is estimated that an average of 30% of 
local content will be achieved, with a total 
investment of USD 800 millionsby 2015.

Logistics

Driven by goals set in the Energy Policy, 
more than 1.200 MW were awarded to both 
private and public companies, creating a big 
challenge forthe whole supply chain in Uruguay.
Wind Energy supplies –blades, nacelles, towers 
and so on– represent more than half of inbound 
oversized/over weighted freight in Uruguay. 

Preparation of an extensive state-of-the-
art logistics report to identify bottlenecks, as 
well as the creation of a inter-institutional 
panel on logistics to discuss issues and find 
solutions, were vital to achieving a smooth 
operation from port to warehouses, road 
transport and final discharge. More than 8.000 
over weighted supplies will be moved by 
2016, and so far more than a third have been 
successfully done.


