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REA Response to Ofgem Call for Evidence on Industry standards and practices for commissioning equipment used in the production of biomethane

Introduction & Context
The REA represents a wide variety of organisations, including generators, project developers, fuel and power suppliers, investors, equipment producers and service providers. Members range in size from major multinationals to sole traders. There are over 550 corporate members of the REA, making it the largest renewable energy trade association in the UK. These include around 200 companies involved in the funding, development and operation of AD plants as well as renewable gas injection and supply chains.  
In a recent call for evidence Ofgem has invited industry’s views on the industry standards and practices that are currently used for commissioning equipment used in the production of biomethane for injection. 
We urge Ofgem to confirm that, whatever is the outcome of this call for evidence, a project should not be ineligible as a result of practices that have previously been considered acceptable. In particular, we would strongly recommend that no project that had already injected or was due to inject within 4-6 months of Ofgem publishing its response to this call for evidence should be adversely affected in this way. 
In the absence of more detailed guidance on the tests and procedures required to demonstrate commissioning, biomethane producers would have made their own judgement on what is required and based this on practices previously accepted by Ofgem (e.g. for commissioning of biogas heat /biogas CHP plants under the Renewable Heat Incentive, or the Renewable Obligation and Feed-In tariffs schemes), or practices that they deemed to be acceptable. Furthermore, the Ofgem RHI team already has excellent knowledge of biogas production plant commissioning practices that have been used over the last few years as many plants will have applied for RHI heat – and so will have been required to meet the commissioning definition in relation to biogas heat. 
We have included in this response examples of ‘normal practices’ ie practices that have been used by industry to date to demonstrate that biogas plant or biomethane plant has been commissioned, in the absence of specific, published guidance or standards or legal requirements. 
This response has been co-ordinated with other trade associations. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]
Definition of commissioning in the RHI
Regulation 2 of the Renewable Heat Incentive Regulations 2018
”Commissioned”, in relation to an eligible installation or equipment used to produce biomethane for injection, means the completion of such procedures and tests as constitute, at the time they are undertaken, the usual industry standards and practices for commissioning that type of eligible installation or equipment used to produce biomethane for injection in order to demonstrate that it is capable of operating and delivering heat to the premises or process for which it was installed, or producing biomethane for injection”. 
In our view the key is to demonstrate the capability of the plant to operate / produce biomethane for injection through a documented plan, as opposed to the actuality (ie demonstrate that the plant is actually operating).  This is line with was set out by Ofgem in their August 2016 Call for Evidence on Industry standards and practices for commissioning fuel burning generating stations and associated response.  
In the absence of published guidance or standards on how to meet this definition, some operators may have adopted different procedures or practices. In some cases, they may have gone beyond the minimum required for of demonstrating capability, as explained in further detail in the table below. 
Please note that the examples given below are not necessarily inclusive of all practices and procedures used by industry to commission a plant to date. They are rather the practices we have been made aware of from our members who responded to this Call for Evidence. 
It is important to note that what may be required to demonstrate commissioning to meet the relevant legal definition given in regulation 2 of the Renewable Heat Incentive regulations 2018 (quoted above) may not be in line with definitions of commissioning used in other contexts, by industry, other regulatory bodies such as the Environment Agency or the Animal & Plant Health Agency, or within takeover contractual arrangements.   
For example, contracts between a project owner and the developer will often have terms like ‘commissioning complete’ as a milestone, which is likely to be tied contractually to the project owner ‘take over’ of the complete installation. Further money will be paid on that basis, which will mean it is much harder for the project owner to dispute whether any work was done (or its quality) beyond that point. This however goes way beyond what is required to demonstrate that the legal definition of commissioning set out in the RHI regulations is met. 

The ‘commissioning complete’ milestone in takeover contractual contracts is likely to be triggered only when:

•	Everything has been built and commissioned, and that might include a number of things that are not included within the RHI ‘commissioned’ scope. This could include feedstock storage (either clamps or waste storage/handling), pre-digestion feedstock treatment/handling, digestate storage, post-digestion pasteurisers or other work such as connection of permanent electricity supply
•	Snagging has been completed to owner’s satisfaction
•	All relevant documentation has been provided to owner (as builts, operator manuals etc. – since these are different for each plant, some of these may well only be written after commissioning)
•	Plant has passed some kind of performance test – it has performed at or near the designed intention consistently for a period (e.g. a month)

All these conditions are likely to be met at a much later stage than when the definition of commissioning set out in the RHI regulations should be met. This is also in line with Ofgem Call for Evidence on Industry standards and practices for commissioning fuel burning generating stations and associated response (relevant excerpt below):  
 ‘2.13 As mentioned in our call for evidence, we generally don’t consider reliability or acceptance tests to naturally fit within the definition of ‘usual industry standards and practices’ as these tests often relate to contractual obligations which are enforced once the station is operating and selling its power under a commercial arrangement. …..
2.14. In our call for evidence we explained why we do not generally consider performance and acceptance testing to align with the definition of commissioned, and the majority of respondents agreed with us.’

Biogas Production Plant and Biomethane Production Equipment 
It is worth flagging that some members have interpreted the regulations in a different way from Ofgem, in particular in relation to whether commissioning of the biogas production plant is required for the purpose of registration. It could actually be argued that nowhere the regulations state that the biogas production plant will need to be commissioned for registration. 
Ofgem Guidance Volume 1: Eligibility and how to apply (Oct 2018) states the integral equipment usually included in the definition of ‘equipment used to produced biomethane’ is the equipment required to convert raw biogas into biomethane suitable for injection (e.g. where appropriate - CO2 and oxygen removal, pressurisation equipment, propanation, odorant equipment)’. The Biogas Production Plant is not included in this definition and consists of digesters, holding tanks, pumps, motors and other equipment associated with the delivery and digestion of material and the production and delivery of raw biogas. 
As of 20 June 2018, the regulations require applicants to specify the biogas production plant to be used for the purposes of its registration, and to confirm that the equipment used to produce biomethane has been commissioned (and may only use a biogas production plant for the purposes of one registration. 
The Regulations state that biomethane producers will need to provide ‘details of the process by which the applicant proposes to produce biomethane and arrange for its injection’. However, whilst the guidance published by Ofgem states that they require details of the Biogas Production Plant (BPP) where biogas is produced, there is no reference in the regulations to the Authority (Ofgem) specifically requiring details of the ‘biogas production plant’ in the regulations, other than specifying the biogas production plant involved in the production of biogas. 
Other than this, the regulations only require details of the feedstock used in the plant. The Authority can still consider ‘that further information is necessary for the purpose of determining an application’, however it could be argued that details of the Biogas Production Plant (BPP) is currently outside of Ofgem’s scope. 
Furthermore, there are existing comprehensive requirements in relation to satisfying the registration of biomethane producers and it would be significantly onerous to add any further evidence requirements. The length of time that Ofgem are currently taking to review information and approve applications is causing issues in relation to cashflow for these operations such that those that have previously been involved in the RHI accreditation/registration process consider this to be the limiting factor to their investment in future projects. 
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Examples of the ‘normal’ industry practices used for biomethane commissioning to meet the definition given in Regulation 2 of the Renewable Heat Incentive Regulations 2018
	Relevant equipment 
	Usual industry standards and practices – explain what it establishes, and / or what conclusions it supports and what you understand to be its objective or aim
	Evidence required to demonstrate relevant tests and procedures have been completed
	Who can perform, make or apply it
	What do you understand to be the reason for its existence (for example do you understand it to be a legal requirement, or best practice as recommended by an industry body)?
	Do you understand it to be a: i. “mechanical” procedure, test, standard or practice or a “hot” or “cold” procedure, test, standard or practice  
	Once it is completed, what more would be required in order to put the relevant plant or equipment into operation?

	Biogas production plant - BPP (ie digesters).

	Mechanical tests / Cold commissioning 
The plant has been built to the extent it enables verification that it is capable of producing some biogas. 


	Examples of evidence that has been normally provided by members to show that mechanical test /cold commissioning has been completed: 
Evidence of pressure/leak testing for the tanks that have been built to show their suitability for the acceptance of material (ie physically sound).  
Installation of pressure gauges. 
The functionality of the mixers and pumps has been tested.  
Electrical/mechanical functionality testing of plant room and controls. 
This would need further thoughts as a large plant will have several test certificates. It has been suggested that it would make more sense to have an agreed pro forma over view test certificate, however currently this is not available. 
Whilst documentation such as commissioning certificates for digesters etc. should be easy to obtain, there are many processes involved in the commissioning of an AD plant. To source and provide extensive evidence from biogas production plant installers producing evidence beyond a simple commissioning certificate would be unnecessarily onerous. 
	Previous sites have usually had this completed by the manufacturer of pressure relief valves (eg Motherwell Tank Protection). 
Other said the tank and pipework installers, or the  AD Technology provider. 
Ofgem generally accept evidence from any 3rd party that is “competent” in supplying ie from relevant industry 
	This is not a legal requirement, but rather what has been followed by industry in the absence of more specific standards or guidance, or a legal requirement. 
Notwithstanding that, it must satisfy H&S for safe operation and, if the plant is an installation, it will have to follow BAT under environmental control. 
This evidence will show partial completion of the tank ready for use with biogas. This among other evidence Ofgem request has come about due to the lack of industry standards for the commissioning of a biogas production plant. 
	This is sometimes referred to as mechanical test or cold commissioning. 
It ensures that all equipment is fitted and connected correctly within the facility. 
This is also sometimes referred to as wet commissioning of process line, which can be signed off by the supplier of process equipment. 
This would be a physical inspection followed by inspection protocol when filling the tank. 
	Mechanical tests / cold commissioning would be sufficient to meet the legal definition of commissioning (as per regulation 2 of the RHI regulations ie to demonstrate capability to operate the biogas production plant (BPP).  
A member said the mechanical test will be needed to achieve the sign off of the certificate from the AD technology supplier or the tank erector verifying the test and outcome. 
Another member also said that this would enable the completion of the cold procedure and mechanical on heating systems and diaphram roof. 

	
	Hot commissioning 
Following completion of all relevant mechanical tests/cold commissioning, seeding and time would normally be needed to achieve a meaningful production of biogas and full operation (see below, the so called Hot commissioning). 
However, this is seen by some as not essential to meet the legal definition of commissioning in the RHI, which only requires demonstrating capability. 
Some members have started the seeding of the appropriate tank before applying for RHI TG3 stage. This would have enabled them to start producing very limited biogas on site, its upgrade and first injection of biomethane into the grid.  
Anything beyond the above - performance testing/optimisation and contractual arrangements to do with final takeover should definitely not be required to demonstrated that the plant is capable of commissioning (ie that the digester have been built and tested). 
As we have previously discussed, ramp up of a plant to its full biomethane injection rate is a long process (as acknowledged by Ofgem). This is primarily a result of biogas production levels and the need to increase feedstock to the plant, not a limitation of the biomethane production equipment. 

	Feedback from some members is that in many circumstances Ofgem has not requested any evidence for seeding of tank in previous applications (e.g. for biogas heat applications). 
In circumstances where evidence of seeding has been asked for a delivery invoice for the seed material satisfied Ofgem.
Some operators have started seeding the appropriate tank. This entails filing the relevant process vessel with the seeding material to inoculate the system with anaerobic bacteria and heating the inoculum to the appropriate temperature. In some cases warming may not be needed if, for example, the seeding material is warm digester.  
However, seeding a tank would precede by some weeks the ability to produce meaningful quantities of biogas. 
Examples of evidence provided in the past by different members are:
The operator log book for the feeding quantities.
CHP G99 Certification to confirm grid connection.
CHP engine operating hours for the usage of the biogas. 
For plants processing animal by-products, the ability of the relevant tank to reach temperature could also be provided. Also, when required by the site’s environmental authorisation: 
Environmental risk assessment
HAZOP 
Emergency plans
DSEAR/Atex plan
Testing protocols to monitor quality of biogas
	Seeding is usually organised and completed by the owner/operator, often in conjunction with the AD technology supplier. 
Some may seed the plant from other owned plants. 
For plants taking animal by-products, SCADA system for temperature (in relation to the relevant tank) - a screen shot should suffice. 
Confirmation of pasteurisation would be part of this. 
Sign off of process kit above should satisfy ability to feed.

	This is not a legal requirement. 
Note that seeding of the tank will not be started unless the operator is confident that the tank has been completed to a standard where it is now ready to begin producing biogas, therefore is capable of operating (ie producing biogas). 
If this is an installation, it will have to follow BAT under environmental control in order to have an environmental permit or relevant authorisation 
	This is sometimes referred to hot commissioning 



















	The tank should not need to have begun seeding in order to be considered commissioned. Seeding commences as the tank is ready to begin operation. A tank may have sat idle for days or even weeks while awaiting suitable seeding material this does not however mean it has not been capable of accepting seeding material or even producing biogas. 
If a tank is airtight and its mechanics work, that is all that is required to produce biogas and should suffice.
Commissioning as per the legal definition above occurs before seeding. If a tank is ready to be filled with seeding material in order to begin the process of production clearly it is “capable of operating” in line with Ofgem’s definition of commissioning. 
For example, for reasons beyond the operator’s control, the seed could fail. This isn’t proof of a plants inability to produce gas.
Seeding is the beginning of operation and some operators may have decided to start it to show that commissioning has been completed.  
Sign off certificates. 


	Biogas upgrader (Ofgem states this should include the 

Equipment used to blend propane and odorant) – see comments under right hand side column) 



	Confirmation from the supplier / installer that the equipment has been commissioned 







	Letter or certificate from the supplier/installer and a detailed commissioning checklist of the procedures performed signed by the commissioning engineer who carried them out
Letter from the supplier/installer and a detailed commissioning checklist of the procedures performed signed by the commissioning engineer who carried them out
PSSR compliance
Propane sign off
Odorant purchase 
A biomethane sample can be achieved at this point with the upgrader commissioned and running to flare. This is usually a requirement of the NEA (as per the GQ8). Therefore, the sample could be used as evidence of working unit. During commissioning the upgrader and the propanisation equipment run to flare to set up and prove the site can control and produce compliant biomethane before being allowed to flow to network (without odorant -  as odorant systems require the meter to turn to determine how much odorant to add).
A member commented that the DNO will not let a inject run until odourant tests have been approved by their rhinologist and it satisfies various system tests.
Propane is different - not all plants will require it and if the CV falls below the permissible level the RoV will close. Once a plant has injected it means propane is good. The fact that it might subsequently fail isn’t an issue for OFGEM. Usually the Grid Entry provider is responsible for commissioning the propane injection so a fall back is that this would be covered under their commissioning certificate. It is the DNO regulates this area. 
	Supplier/installer. This is typically provided for final payment of kit 
Installer of upgrader and GEU
	This is not a legal requirement (other than for the odourant and propane)





	Mechanical / cold commissioning 
Please note that odorant is added within the grid entry unit and tested by the relevant GDN in olfactory test at commissioning, odorant is not present within the clean-up plant. 
This is the last process prior to biomethane entering the network through the ROV, hence within the grid entry unit. 
In respect to propanisation this can be undertaken within the biogas upgrader or within the network entry system. However, in all instances this process is undertaken prior to the diversion system (biomethane reject valve) which takes the biomethane produced by the upgrader back to flare or back to the AD. 
	Sign off certificates 


	Grid entry 
	The ENA published on 13th September an open letter setting out the industry standards and practice concerning commissioning of grid entry unit. This is what the gas network companies need to do to demonstrate that a plant is capable of injecting biomethane to specification. If accepted, this should then satisfy the definition of "commissioned" under the RHI Tariff Guarantee even if full flow is then not achieved for another few weeks. You can find the open letter here. 
Ofgem call for evidence is specifically seeking views on the production of biomethane, and not the network connection requirements and processes. Therefore, we will not provide any further feedback on this.  
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The information and opinions within this briefing are for information purposes only. They are not intended to constitute legal or other professional advice, and should not be relied on or treated as a substitute for specific advice relevant to particular circumstances. The Renewable Energy Association, or any of its subsidiaries, shall accept no responsibility for any errors, omissions or misleading statements in this briefing, or for any loss which may arise from reliance on materials contained in it.
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