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Inter-annual wind speed variability on the North Sea 

R.J. Ronda, I.L. Wijnant and A. Stepek (KNMI) 

Introduction 

In 2016 a study was published by Garrad Hassan and Partners Ltd (DNV GL) on the 
inter-annual variability (IAV1) of wind in UK offshore waters [1]. The main conclusion of 
this study, which was commissioned by The Crown Estate (TCE), is that the current 
industrial standard for the IAV is too conservative for UK offshore waters: a range of 4.0-
5.5% is suggested to be more appropriate than the 6% standard currently used.  

The 6% standard stems from a study in 1997 by Garrad Hassan and is based on 
long-term measurement campaigns at onshore meteorological stations. In the 2016 
study the values for the IAV were derived from a 20 year (1996-2015) MERRA-2 
reanalysis2 [2]. Based on annual means (defined by calendar year) of gridded wind 
speed data at 50 m height, the IAV-values in the UK Exclusive Economic Zone (see Fig.1) 
vary from 3-4% for the North Sea and the English Channel to 4-5% for the Irish Sea. This 
is much lower than the industrial standard of 6%. DNV GL “adjusted” the IAV-values to 
4-5.5% in order to account for the fact that they depend on the definition of the year and
the length of the period considered. Using different year definitions than the calendar
year, can give rise to IAV-values that are up to 0,9% different. This shows how sensitive
the 20 year period is to choices that should not affect the IAV-value. Comparing the 20-
year MERRA reanalysis to a MERRA reanalysis of 36 years (1980-2015) shows that the
IAV is generally higher based on 36 years (up to 1% in Scottish waters). Earlier studies
into the IAV [3,4] have also shown that it is important to include the whole spectrum of
windy and calm years that are part of the wind climate. This means that the IAV should
be based on at least 30 years of measurements or model data (or an intelligent selection
of years).

The IAV-values of the 2016 study based on 20 years of MERRA-2 reanalysis data 
were validated against 24 datasets of wind measurements from offshore lidars and wind 
masts (including KNMI stations Euro Platform and K13), production data from 24 wind 
farms and measurements from coastal onshore and offshore UK meteorological stations.  
At K13 MERRA-2 gave a higher IAV than the measurements and at Euro Platform the 
MERRA-2 value was smaller than the measurements: the differences were less than 
0.5%. At the measurement sites in the southern North Sea part of the UK Exclusive 
Economic Zone, the IAV-values of MERRA-2 are mostly higher than the measured values. 
The difference ranges from -0.3 to + 1.7% and the largest differences are for short 
measurement campaigns (4-6 years) from non UK Met. Office stations. At Met. Office 
stations the MERRA-2 IAV is on average 0.4% higher than the measured IAV. 

The aim of this study is to assess the IAV of the wind speed in the Dutch Economic 
Exclusive Zone (DEEZ) of the North Sea (see Fig.1) at heights relevant for wind energy 

1 Standard deviation of the annual mean wind speed, expressed as a percentage of the mean wind [%] 
2 A reanalysis is a multi-year, global, gridded representation of the atmospheric state, using weather 
models and data-assimilation techniques. The weather model makes a best fit of the available 
measurements constrained by the laws of physics. The grid-spacing in MERRA-2 is about 50 km 
(http://journals.ametsoc.org/doi/pdf/10.1175/JCLI-D-16-0758.1)  

http://journals.ametsoc.org/doi/pdf/10.1175/JCLI-D-16-0758.1


(near hub height). As in the report of DNGV GL, the IAV of the wind speed is based on 
calendar years and defined as the ratio of the standard deviation of the annual mean 
wind speed and the mean long term wind speed: 

𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼𝐼 =  𝜎𝜎𝑎𝑎
𝑢𝑢𝑎𝑎����

 (1) 

where 𝜎𝜎𝑎𝑎 is the standard deviation of the annual mean wind speed and 𝑢𝑢𝑎𝑎��� is the mean 
long term wind speed. The IAV is determined for a number of locations near or in the 
DEEZ (see Fig. 2 and Table 1 for an overview of the locations and their coordinates). 

Method 

The IAV values in this study are calculated with the hourly wind speed information in 
the KNW wind atlas [5]. The KNW-atlas is based on the ERA-Interim reanalysis dataset 
[6] which captures 35 years (1997-2013) of meteorological measurements and
generates 3D wind fields consistent with these measurements and the laws of physics.
This dataset is downscaled using forecasting model HARMONIE [7] with a horizontal
grid spacing of 2.5 km. The wind speeds were then adjusted with a single wind shear
correction factor [8] throughout the whole KNW-atlas area. The correction factor
increased the change of wind speed with height between 20 and 200 m height by 15% of
the original value. The 15% factor was derived by comparing the HARMONIE wind
speed to the measurements at the tall wind mast at Cabauw.  The result is a high
resolution dataset of 35 years containing hourly information for 8 different heights (10,
20, 40, 60, 80, 100, 150 and 200 m).

For this study the KNW wind speeds at 40, 60, 100 and 200 m are used because 
40 and 60 m are closest to the 50 m used in the study of DNV GL, and 100 and 200 m 
because they are respectively close to the hub and tip height of modern wind turbines. 
35 annual mean wind speeds are calculated for each location at these 4 heights. These 
annual mean wind speeds are then used to calculate the standard deviation of the 
annual mean wind speed and subsequently the IAV of the wind speed using formula (1). 
The values for IAV are shown in table 2.  For each location, the 35 annual means are also 
used to estimate the probability density function or frequency distribution of the annual 
means using a kernel density estimation approach [9], for which a Gaussian kernel is 
adopted with a bandwidth that is given by Scott [10]. These results are shown in figure 
4.



 
Fig 1: Map of the North Sea showing the different economic exclusive zones, including the 
Dutch Exclusive Economic Zone (DEEZ), Source: ww.marineregions.org/eezsearch.php 
 
 
 



 
 
Fig 2: Google Earth map (© 2015 Google Inc.) with the locations in or near the DEEZ 
where the IAV is assessed using wind information in the KNW-atlas.  
 
 

Station 
 name 

Latitude 
(°N) 

Longitude 
(°E) 

Meteomast 
Ijmuiden 

52.84 3.45 

K14 53.27 3.62 
K13 53.21 3.24 
D15 54.31 2.93 
P11 52.37 3.36 
F3 54.60 4.72 

Huibertgat 53.58 6.40 
Oosterschelde 51.67 3.60 
Vlakte van de 

Raan 
51.50 3.23 

Lichteiland 
Goeree 

51.92 3.68 

Europlatform 51.99 3.28 
 
TABLE 1: DEEZ offshore location identifiers and coordinates 
 
  



Results 
 
In table 2 we see that the far offshore locations (Meteomast Ijmuiden, K14, K13, D15, 
P11, F3) have a smaller IAV at 40 m height than at 200 m. This can be explained by the 
effect of roughness on the wind speed profile. At both low and high wind speeds the 
roughness of the sea has more effect on the wind speeds at lower levels: speeding up 
low winds (calm, smooth sea) and slowing down high winds (rough sea). This does not 
apply to the near shore locations because the roughness of land and the resulting 
internal boundary layer strongly affects the wind speed profile for many wind 
directions. The daily cycle of atmospheric stability above land makes it even more 
difficult to explain the results for near coast locations. Note that the calculated IAVs in 
table 2 are between 3.5 and 4% for the stations on the North Sea north of P11 (MMIJ, 
K14, K13, D15, F3, Huibertgat) and between 4 and 4.5% for the stations south of P11 
(P11, Oosterschelde, Vlakte van de Raan, Lichteiland Goeree and Europlatform). The 
greater variation in annual mean wind speed is probably due to the strong influence of 
land on the wind speeds for more wind directions than is the case for the more 
northerly locations.  

The values in IAV in table 2 compare well to the values found by DNV GL for the 
UK Exclusive Economic Zone of the North Sea using 36 years (1980-2015) of MERRA-2 
data ([1]; their figure 4-12). The IAV’s based on 36 years have not been validated 
directly by DNV GL (only the IAV’s based on 20 years). In the DNV GL study it was found 
that the IAV based on 20 years was underestimated at Euro Platform by MERRA-2 and 
overestimated at K13. Both differences were however less than 0,5%. The KNW atlas 
IAV at Euro Platform (measurement height of 29 m) was 4.18% at 40 m height and the 
measured IAV 4.2%. K13 measures at 74 m height and the 60 m KNW atlas IAV was 
3.75% and the measured value 3.5%. For these 2 locations the KNW atlas comes a little 
closer to the measured IAV than MERRA-2 and the accuracy of the KNW atlas IAV seems 
to be at least as good as that of MERRA-2. So, it can safely be concluded that the British 
industrial standard of 6% is also too high for the Dutch Exclusive Economic Zone where 
IAV ranges between 3.5 and 4.5%.  
 

Station 
 Name 

IAV 40 m 
% 

IAV 60 m 
% 

IAV 100 m 
% 

IAV 200 m 
% 

Meteomast 
IJmuiden 

3.90 3.85 3.83 3.99 

K14 3.82 3.79 3.75 3.92 
K13 3.79 3.75 3.72 3.91 
D15 3.68 3.68 3.70 3.88 
P11 4.04 3.99 3.99 4.12 
F3 3.55 3.55 3.56 3.73 

Huibertgat 3.78 3.74 3.71 3.79 
Oosterschelde 4.48 4.41 4.32 4.31 
Vlakte van de 

Raan 
4.29 4.25 4.24 4.3 

Lichteiland 
Goeree 

4.36 4.31 4.27 4.35 

Europlatform 4.18 4.14 4.14 4.26 
 
TABLE 2: IAV values for  offshore locations based on the KNW atlas 



Figure 3 shows the annual mean wind speed of the KNW atlas for 1979 until 2013 of the 
location K13 at 4 different heights: 40 m (upper left panel),  60 m (upper right panel), 
100 m (lower left panel) and 200m (lower right panel). There are periods where the 
annual mean wind speeds vary a lot in successive years (e.g. during the windy late 80’s 
and early 90’s from 1986-1992) , but there are also periods where successive annual 
means are more constant, “clustered” around a given speed. This shows again the need 
to base IAV on data for periods much longer than these clusters (much longer than 10 
years). It also shows that even if based on a long enough period, there will be clusters of 
up to 10 years where the IAV underestimates or overestimates the year-to-year 
variability of the annual mean wind speed. Just how large the under- and overestimates 
can be, is shown in figure 4 where running averages of IAV (KNW atlas 100 m height at 
the K13 location) are shown for periods of 5, 10 and 20 years. The range of IAV values 
decreases dramatically with increasing the length of the period. The 10 year IAV values 
show fluctuations with time that are twice as large as the spatial variation of the 35 year 
IAV in table 2 and are in that respect significant. 10 years is a period that is often used in 
wind resource assessment for wind energy projects. More than 20 years are required to 
make the IAV fluctuations smaller than the spatial variations shown in table 2. In figure 
5 the 5, 10 and 20 year running averages of IAV at 100 m height are shown for the 
location of Oosterschelde which has the highest IAV in table 2 (based on 35 years). In 
the late ‘80s and early 90’s the IAV values based on 5 year periods are about 6%, which 
implies that although the British standard is generally conservative, it is a realistic 
estimate for limited areas of the DEEZ when considering short periods such as 5 years.  

Figure 3 also shows the 10 year running mean where a decreasing trend from the 
windy early 90’s to 2010 is obvious, which is consistent with the decrease in the 
geostrophic wind for this period found in [3]. So far, there is no clear evidence that this 
is a persistent decreasing trend: the windy early 90’s and the calmer years around 2010 
are exceptional periods but are part of the natural variability of the current wind 
climate. Similar periods have happened before and according to the latest climate 
scenario’s they will happen again. Measurements at different heights at the Cabauw site 
from 2001-2016 and at 74 m height at K13 (figure 6) confirm that 2010 was an 
extremely calm year and that the years after 2010 have been a lot windier (with the 
exception of 2016) . A recent study into the effect of climate change on wind power 
yields in Europe [11] suggests that the 10 m wind speed on the southern North Sea will 
decrease by less than 2% by 2050 and that the  European 2050 fleet mean yield, as a 
whole, will not change by more than 5%, even under the most extreme RCP 8.5 scenario 
(8.5 W/m2 radiative forcing in the year 2100).  

Figure 7 shows the probability density function (pdf) of the annual mean wind 
speed of K13, again for the same 4 heights as in figure 3.  At all heights the annual mean 
wind speed is fairly normally distributed and both the mean wind speed and the 
standard deviation of the mean wind speed increase with height. The reason why the 
standard deviation of the wind speed is lower nearer the sea surface than at greater 
heights is that extremely high wind speeds near the sea surface decrease more as a 
result of increasing sea roughness  than wind speeds at higher levels.  So mean wind 
speeds and standard deviation of the mean wind speed increase with height, but the 
increase with height of the ratio of the two (the IAV) is much smaller and ranges from a 
value of 3.79 at a height of 40 m to a value of 3.91 % at a height of 200 m.   
  



 

 
Fig. 3: KNW atlas time series of the annual mean wind speed at the location of K13 in blue 
and 10 year running mean in green at 40 m height (upper left panel), 60 m (upper right 
panel), 100 m (lower left panel), and 200 m (lower right panel). 
 
  



 

 
  

Fig. 4: running means of IAV for periods of  5 (blue), 10 (green) and 20 (red) years at 
location K13 at 100 m height, calculated with wind speeds from the KNW-atlas. The IAV 
based on 35 years (IAV mean) is 3.72. 
 
 
  



 
Fig. 5: running means of IAV for periods of  5 (blue), 10 (green) and 20 (red) years at 
location Oosterschelde at 100 m height, calculated with wind speeds from the KNW-
atlas. The IAV based on 35 years (IAV mean) is 4.32. 
 
  



 
 
Fig. 6: Top panel: measured annual mean wind speed at Cabauw from 2001 to 2016 at 
10m (red), 20m (green), 40m (blue), 80m (light blue), 140 m (olive green) and 200 m 
height (pink). Panel below: measured annual mean wind speed at K13 at 29m from 1997 to 
2016, again with the lowest value in 2010.  
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Fig. 7: probability density function for the annual mean wind speed at 40 m (upper left 
panel), 60 m (upper right panel), 100 m (lower left panel) , 200 m (lower right panel). 
 

Conclusion 
 
The aim of this study was to quantify the IAV of the wind speed at a number of locations 
within the Dutch Exclusive Economic Zone.  Therefore, for each year and for each 
location, wind speeds from the KNW-atlas are extracted and used to calculate the annual 
mean wind speeds, which are subsequently used to calculate the IAV at each location.  

In agreement with the results obtained by DNV GL we find that for the DEEZ the 
inter-annual variability is (much) lower than the British industrial standard of 6 %.  It 
appears that the annual means are approximately normally distributed,  with typical 
values for the IAV that range between 3.5 and 4% for sites in the northern part of the 
DEEZ and between 4 and 4.5% in the southern part of the DEEZ.  An analysis at K13 
shows that more than 20 years are required to make the IAV fluctuations at 100 m 
height smaller than the spatial variations on the North Sea.  



 

References 
 

1) DNV GL, 2016:  a study on UK offshore wind variability. DNV GL report nr 
L2C124303-UKBR-R-01, Issue B, 67 pp 

2) https://disc.gsfc.nasa.gov/mdisc/data-holdings/merra/merra_products_nonjs.shtml 
3) Bakker A.M.R. and Van den Hurk B.J.J.M. (2011) Estimation of persistence and trends 

in geostrophic wind speed for the assessment of wind supply in Northwest Europe, 
Clim. Dyn. doi 10.1007/s00382-011-1248-1 

4) http://bibliotheek.knmi.nl/knmipubTR/TR342.pdf (chapter 3.1) 
5) http://projects.knmi.nl/knw/ 
6) Dee, D. P., Uppala, S. M., Simmons, A. J., Berrisford, P., Poli, P., Kobayashi, S., Andrae, 

U., Balmaseda, M. A., Balsamo, G., Bauer, P., Bechtold, P., Beljaars, A. C. M., van de 
Berg, L., Bidlot, J., Bormann, N., Delsol, C., Dragani, R., Fuentes, M., Geer, A. J., 
Haimberger, L., Healy, S. B., Hersbach, H., Hólm, E. V., Isaksen, L., Kållberg, P., Köhler, 
M., Matricardi, M., McNally, A. P., Monge-Sanz, B. M., Morcrette, J.-J., Park, B.-K., 
Peubey, C., de Rosnay, P., Tavolato, C., Thépaut, J.-N. and Vitart, F. (2011), The ERA-
Interim reanalysis: configuration and performance of the data assimilation system. 
Q.J.R. Meteorol. Soc., 137: 553–597. doi: 10.1002/qj.828 

7) http://hirlam.org/index.php/hirlam-programme-53/general-model-
description/mesoscale-harmonie 

8) http://bibliotheek.knmi.nl/knmipubTR/TR352.pdf (appendix A) 
9) Rosenblatt, M. (1956). "Remarks on Some Nonparametric Estimates of a Density 

Function". The Annals of Mathematical Statistics. 27 (3): 
832. doi:10.1214/aoms/1177728190. 

10) D.W. Scott, “Multivariate Density Estimation: Theory, Practice, and Visualization”, 
John Wiley & Sons, New York, Chicester, 1992. 

11) Tobin, I., Jerez, S., Vautard, R., Thais, F., Déqué, M., Kotlarski, S., Fox Maule, C., van 
Meijgaard, E., Nikulin, G., Noel, T., Prein, A., Teichmann, C., 2015: Climate change 
impacts on the power generation potential of a European mid-century wind farms 
scenario. Environ. Res. Lett., in press. 

http://bibliotheek.knmi.nl/knmipubTR/TR342.pdf
https://webaccess.knmi.nl/f5-w-68747470733a2f2f7765626d61696c2e6b6e6d692e6e6c$ef104961025e3a87d1af33dba35e5558$/owa/redir.aspx?C=3DOlMRLq9RUNx1oQ6NniIEtpw5qKuULaii8Yb1BZ1el7O3hL1bHUCA..&URL=http%3a%2f%2fprojects.knmi.nl%2fknw%2f
http://doi.org/10.1002/qj.828
http://hirlam.org/index.php/hirlam-programme-53/general-model-description/mesoscale-harmonie
http://hirlam.org/index.php/hirlam-programme-53/general-model-description/mesoscale-harmonie
http://bibliotheek.knmi.nl/knmipubTR/TR352.pdf
https://webaccess.knmi.nl/f5-w-68747470733a2f2f7765626d61696c2e6b6e6d692e6e6c$ef104961025e3a87d1af33dba35e5558$/owa/redir.aspx?C=dSOHI5qkd2aLvexdGPjQuyTXIAeEdabl4B78sVn9Zjt7O3hL1bHUCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2fen.wikipedia.org%2fwiki%2fMurray_Rosenblatt
https://webaccess.knmi.nl/f5-w-68747470733a2f2f7765626d61696c2e6b6e6d692e6e6c$ef104961025e3a87d1af33dba35e5558$/owa/redir.aspx?C=D8R7gCMrCXH4lo_-sz733IVEvH9PEa6Qy23GX6CYaoF7O3hL1bHUCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2fen.wikipedia.org%2fwiki%2fDigital_object_identifier
https://webaccess.knmi.nl/f5-w-68747470733a2f2f7765626d61696c2e6b6e6d692e6e6c$ef104961025e3a87d1af33dba35e5558$/owa/redir.aspx?C=lqMfaIlZSo2WFisXOKgI716Wu36ycoivwWC9jSEV0Op7O3hL1bHUCA..&URL=https%3a%2f%2fdoi.org%2f10.1214%252Faoms%252F1177728190


Deze toets is een uitgave van:

Koninklijk Nederlands Meteorologisch Instituut

Postbus 201 | 3730 ae De Bilt
T 030 220 69 11 | www.knmi.nl
 
© KNMI | juni 2016


	Inter-annual wind speed variability on the North Sea
	Introduction
	Method

	TABLE 1: DEEZ offshore location identifiers and coordinates
	Results
	Conclusion
	References

	Lege pagina
	Lege pagina



