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ABSTRACT 
This paper explores the barriers to the success of community energy projects in the UK, 

to determine if current policies are elitist in design or are a pragmatic scalable solution.  

The intention behind this research being that in order to ensure a low carbon energy 

future for all, improved and better-informed policy making is required – specifically 

policy that is socially just.   

 

This was tackled from two main perspectives, firstly through looking at how the policy 

was applied or could be applied in real life community groups, and secondly by 

examining the inherent issues within the policy itself as a written document.  If 

governments or policy makers want broader uptake of renewables and local energy 

generation, they need to better understand the social implications of such projects.  This 

is necessary such that less affluent, educated or climate-conscious communities are 

capable of utilising policy mechanisms and tools, and as such that the government can 

successfully achieve its goals of mitigating climate change and improving regional 

energy security.  More specifically, the government needs to provide further support 

and recognition concerning aspects of resource inequality inherent across society’s 

various communities, including those disadvantaged in terms of financial assets, 

educational capacities, and human networks.  With regards to the community energy 

policy itself, broader value based deliverables as well as recognition of the priorities of 

various groups in society is required in order to avoid blanket solutions. 

 

Finally this paper acknowledges that the intention behind community energy is a sound 

one, with local communities offering new opportunities for innovative and accelerated 

change when facing challenges such as climate change.  The advent of consumers as 

generators and suppliers of power to the energy grid (prosumers), heralds a new 

opportunity for citizens.  This also has the possibility to engage society in such a way as 

to form the future groundwork for the mobilisation of society when approaching issues 

of national importance. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This paper sets out to explore the UK’s community energy policy, given the context of 

climate change and energy security agendas; something recognised as requiring 

regionally specific solutions (IPCC 2014; Ostrom 2009), and moreover whether the UK 

government’s response to such has been appropriate in its almost panacea style policy 

approach of empowerment (Smith 2010).  Examined in this critical study is whether this 

approach fails to recognise the intricate and complicated composition of society, as well 

as each communities’ own inherent needs, priorities and skills (Catney et al. 2014; Park 

2012; Rae & Bradley 2012; Walker & Cass 2007).  Furthermore, in the government’s 

delivery of the Community Energy Strategy, it is examined whether the government 

failed to acknowledge this diversity in the expectations of its communities, and thus 

whether the solutions necessary to achieve national climate and energy objectives are 

viable (DECC 2014, 2015; DECC & Barker 2010; Julian & Dobson 2012).   

 

Additionally this paper looks critically at the rhetoric used around the Community 

Energy Strategy, both by the government and the policy critics, and determines if there 

is more that can be done, especially with regards to addressing the social elements of 

what some describe as a technical policy.  Despite the fact that there is clearly “no 

single intervention [that] can deliver the level of systemic change required to address 

climate change and energy security” (Mulugetta, Jackson & van der Horst 2010, p. 

7541), this paper argues that it is not the introduction of further technology that is 

required, but that energy challenges in modern times should be seen as a social issue 

(Byrne, Martinez & Ruggero 2009).  Indeed there is no single intervention that can 
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address all ails of society, and society itself is a complex and complicated organism, 

therefore the solutions to the energy and climate crises will also be complex in nature, 

requiring a better understanding of the people whom the government and policy writers 

seek to support and mobilise.  

 

Designing and planning for a new energy future; for a transition in how energy is 

generated and distributed, should utilise the diversity of resources and communities 

available across the breadth of geographic, economic and environmental conditions, and 

in doing so should recognise that “the advantage of a polycentric approach is that it 

encourages experimental efforts at multiple levels” (Ostrom 2009, p. 39).  It is this 

experimentation that is needed to ensure scalable, effective and acceptable solutions for 

the energy and climate crisis of the 21st century. 

 

The challenge of climate change is indeed a government challenge, especially when 

dealing with such complex policies that span the realms of social, economic and 

technical, also intertwining political agendas in the outcomes (Mulugetta, Jackson & 

van der Horst 2010).  Climate change and energy security are broad issues, impacting 

society and nations as a whole, and are therefore part of the governments’ fundamental 

remit; to act in matters of state interest, especially where the outcomes may be 

unfavourable or less-palatable to all, but uphold the wishes of the democratic majority 

and the national best interests on a global platform.  The transition towards 

decentralised and community built energy systems is indeed a great example of one of 

modern society’s socio-technical transitions, as it calls on society to embrace new 

technologies as a means of adaptation in a new low carbon future.  The theory 

underlying the community energy policy is a sound one; local energy projects have 

many advantages over centralised solutions (DECC 2014, 2015; ECC 2013; Haggett & 

Aitken 2015), and especially in the race to meet global emissions targets and other such 

mandates, dispersed, diverse and dedicated platforms and solutions are required.  

Though local energy projects may not be the single solution, they play an important role 

in educating society, adding diversity and security to the energy grid, testing new 

technologies, and the realisation of medium-term targets (DECC 2014, 2015; DECC & 

Barker 2010; ECC 2013).   
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This is of increasing relevance given the international agendas focusing on climate 

change, for example COP21 in Paris in December 2015, along with the ever-increasing 

speeches at international level, of community and local solutions being what are 

required to address such global issues at ground level. 

1.1 Overview 

This paper has been structured in such a way that the initial two introductory chapters 

state the claim and provide necessary supporting information about the topic of 

community energy and the UK governments approach to such since its 2010 policy 

document.  Thereafter are presented a series of arguments and criticisms of this policy 

concerning its lack of regard for social complexities as well as unclear expected 

outcomes, with this being broken out into the respective chapters of resource inequality 

and policy oversights.  In these chapters the arguments are tackled in sequence, with 

evidence provided from multiple sources, followed by an examination of the available 

and predicted counter-arguments and again, an attempt to address such counter-

arguments with alternative perspectives, new information or evidence to the contrary 

where available. 

 

Chapter one provides some context and basic background to the reasons for this 

research, the scope of this paper, the approach taken, as well as outlining the objectives 

the paper intends to address.  Chapter two covers the basic background literature 

regarding the topic of energy communities, such that the reader is adequately briefed 

and able to easily follow the line of arguments.  The second chapter also includes basic 

information such as clarification of definitions that will be used and some broad 

information as to the political context of the community energy policy.  The paper then 

moves to the main body of arguments starting in chapter three, where the oversights of 

the policy in relation to resource inequality are addressed.  Chapter three deals with the 

complexities of communities, how not all communities are equal or adequately 

supported or understood, and how such issues have been overlooked in policy measures 

to date, therefore forming the basis of the main argument of this paper.  Following this 

is a chapter regarding the shortcomings of the policies themselves; more specifically the 

failures in how the policy was derived, with no clear definable targets and a 

misunderstanding of the needs of its target groups. The discussion in chapter five 



Is the UK Community Energy Strategy an elitist solution? 

4  Shane Newman O’ Hanlon - April 2016 

explores the opportunities presented by energy communities, highlighting their strong 

potential when supported correctly, proposing improvements and perhaps new 

considerations for policy writers and researchers.  The final chapter looks at the bigger 

picture, tying together the relevance of this topic on the global stage, with a view to 

promoting further research and improved solutions and more rigorous metrics for future 

policy implementation. 

1.2 Claim 

That the UK government, through its strategy of ‘community energy’, has engineered an 

elitist policy that further entrenches socio-economic divide and does little to advance 

the agenda of climate change and energy security. 

 

The UK Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC) recognises the importance 

of communities in addressing climate change and energy security, stating that: 

Our ambition is that every community that wants to form an energy group or take 

forward an energy project should be able to do so, regardless of background or 

location. We will back those who choose to pursue community energy, working to 

dismantle barriers and unlock the potential of the sector. We also want to reach out 

beyond those who are already active, encouraging more communities to get involved 

in all areas of community energy. 

(DECC 2014, p. 7, emphasis added) 

However it is the argument of this paper that there is a lack of robust and long-term 

support measures in place to ensure the long term and successful realisation of this 

strategy.  The UK government’s community energy policy has been criticised by many 

academics and authors, and this paper builds on their arguments.  The claim is made 

that it is inherently flawed, ignoring important prior criticisms and overlooking intrinsic 

societal structures and values – such as issues of education and resource allocation, as 

well as environmental justice.  The following chapters therefore support the claim that 

the 2010 community energy policy (and further revisions in 2014) is predominantly 

only available to a privileged elite, doing little to engage beyond those who are already 

active, and as such requires a new approach in order to truly engage and mobilise 

society sufficiently, in order that the energy objectives of the UK can be achieved.  
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Specifically the term community is a cause for concern (developed further in section 

2.1), as its popular and excessive use by governments and planners, doesn’t fully 

capture contemporary diversity and justice issues, and so it may simply result in the 

term being shunned as a political buzzword used to bolster support whilst glossing over 

issues such as social disintegration and economic troubles (Catney et al. 2014).  It is 

argued that the UK government has been misguided in their efforts to empower society 

and enable change with respect to climate change and energy security, and that they 

must revise their approach with a strategy that acknowledges the social and technical 

hurdles which must be overcome (Byrne, Martinez & Ruggero 2009).  

1.3 Relevance 

This paper aims to contribute to this growing pool of knowledge and study on the topic 

of community energy, and provide insights for its improvement, with the aim of 

promoting a more inclusive, effective and collaborative energy future for the UK. 

 

The relevance of this paper is threefold; firstly, the issues of carbon emissions and 

energy security are of global significance (take for example the 21st Conference of 

Parties which recently took place in Paris in December 2015), however the solutions to 

hit the targets of international these agreements will be delivered at local levels by local 

projects, commitments and results, through the actions of citizens and communities 

(decentralised approaches)(DECC 2014; DECC & Barker 2010; ECC 2013; Mulugetta, 

Jackson & van der Horst 2010; Ostrom 2009); secondly, within the UK’s own sphere of 

action, it can stand to learn from its previous failures, not just successes, and create 

more robust, effective and viable policies to meet its own targets (self-serving 

adaptation); lastly, by addressing its own failings and implementing successive 

adaptations and evolvements of its strategies and policies, the UK can serve to be an 

international example for others to follow suit (global pioneer).   

 

There is also the additional prospect that getting such a community energy policy right, 

has the ability to engage, enable and strengthen communities for future adaptations and 

shifts in policy regarding climate resilience and even natural disaster emergency 

response (future groundwork).  As such the four main points underscoring the relevance 

of this work are: 
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• Decentralised approaches 

• Self-serving adaptation 

• Global pioneer 

• Future groundwork 

Concerning this first point, there are two further inputs to be made supporting its 

importance, first is that of local communities having the advantage of being smaller in 

scale and therefore having a degree of freedom to experiment and trial new solutions, as 

Nobel prize winner Elinor Ostrom writes “the advantage of a polycentric approach is 

that it encourages experimental efforts at multiple levels” (2009, p. 39).  Furthermore, 

the causes of climate change are a result of “the actions undertaken by individuals, 

families, firms, and actors at a much smaller scale [locally]” (Ostrom 2009, p. 4), and so 

too can the solutions be initiated at this scale, addressing the problems at their source. 

Regarding the second point on learning from previous failures, the argument set forth is 

that: 

if we only know about the exemplars, it will be difficult to develop policies that ensure 

fair and equal access to renewables schemes within and across local communities in 

the UK.  

(Catney et al. 2014, p. 724) 

This is a further reason why the government and society must strive to learn from failed 

or half-started projects; the project groups that do not even make it past the first hurdle 

or fill out an application form, as these are the groups not currently recorded and are the 

groups that one must better understand in order to adapt and update the policies to 

generate improved results and project uptake (Catney et al. 2014). 

 

It is important to recognise that energy is as much a behavioural issue as it is a technical 

issue, though with limitations regarding what can be addressed at the individual as 

opposed to community scale (Heiskanen et al. 2010; Mulugetta, Jackson & van der 

Horst 2010), and this must be addressed appropriately in the policies developed by 

government.  To date technical solutions including energy efficiency measures are 

popular, with little regard to the accompanying social changes they require for their full, 

effective, and replicable implementation, leading some to argue that projects are 

appearing “against all possible odds” (Botting cited in ECC 2013, p. 30).  The UK’s 
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Energy and Climate Change Committee (ECC) acknowledges in their report that there 

is much work to be done: 

Given the sheer number of barriers that need to be overcome — obtaining finance, 

gaining planning consent, accessing support mechanisms, dealing with a changing and 

uncertain policy landscape and finding people with the necessary expertise to do all of 

this who are willing to work on a voluntary basis — it is perhaps not surprising that 

community energy projects are still few and far between.  

(ECC 2013, p. 30) 
It is with this criticism in mind that this paper attempts to shed new light on the 

struggles and hurdles facing community energy in the UK, and provide new sources of 

information and fresh perspectives on the discussion, especially concerning social 

aspects of the policies. 

1.4 Specific Objectives 

This paper contains multiple objectives, outlined below: 

• To provide a broad overview of the current policy and system of community 

energy in the UK. 

• To look at the role community energy can play in addressing climate change and 

tackling energy security. 

• In the context of the political agenda (Big Society), to examine the oversights 

and socio-economic implications of community energy policy. 

• To provide an overview of these impacts and oversights. 

• To suggest improvements to policy makers or local agencies, or indeed promote 

further (academic) study of this topic. 
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1.5 Scope 

This research provides a better understanding of the current barriers government, 

industry, and the public encounter while developing community energy projects in the 

UK, introducing the shortcomings of policies and programmes aimed at promoting 

community energy projects.  It does this by evaluating the realities of such communities 

through an argument-based approach on issues related to the various resource and asset 

disparities between different socio-economic communities, as well as an overview of 

the policy itself, examining specifically its objectives and measures of success.  The 

scope is kept narrow and is intended to contribute to the feedback policy makers 

generally require in order to refine and inform updates to future policies, as well as the 

relevant associations and intermediary bodies with whom they consult.  This is done so 

as to ensure the needs of the sector and the demands of society are aligned (DECC 

2014, 2015; Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013), and this is where this paper affiliates itself.  

The research also relates specifically to relevant literature post-2007, since this paper is 

examining the Community Energy Policy of 2010 (and updates in 2014), and so a full 

historic evaluation of policy in the UK was not carried out. 

 

This paper will not carry out an in-depth, on-site or in-person analysis of specific 

community energy projects, since ample research and information of this kind has 

already been carried out and collected, such that this paper was written in order to 

represent a current state of affairs. 

 

Understandably increased case study information would be beneficial to create further 

supporting arguments and research any specific policy’s impacts, however capturing a 

broad and representative sample of the policies and their respective communities was 

not possible within the specific time constraints of this research.  This research seeks to 

substantiate itself by drawing from a variety of sources and perspectives, relying on 

documented and published information from verified sources, e.g. academic 

publications, government reports and community information/case study websites. 

This document could be of use to policy makers not just in the UK but those looking at 

energy policy and community energy schemes in many regions; specifically it may also 

be of interest to the UK Department of Energy & Climate Change (DECC), in 
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evaluating their current success rates of policy programmes as well as their 

implementation and uptake. It would also be useful in an evaluation phase when 

designing new indicators for planned policies, especially with regards to barriers 

impeding projects from participating (DECC 2015).  The UK Community Energy 

Strategy has many facets, and it is the aspect of energy generation that this paper 

focuses on exclusively, since this is where the chasm between technical and social 

support is most apparent and requires further review. 

1.6 Methodology 

This research has been conducted with the intention of providing a broad, representative 

and insightful summary of the information to date on the topic of community energy 

policy, such that the reader can assess the arguments presented in the coming chapters 

with a basic understanding of the topic.  As part of this study, a review of recent 

literature was carried out on the topics of energy security, sustainable energy 

communities and government support mechanisms and policies, as well as the factors 

affecting community and individual participation in government schemes.  This initial 

research influenced the direction and focus of this paper, which became an examination 

of the topic of community energy policy in the UK. 

 

While carrying out this initial review of current and relevant research, the specific 

objectives of this paper were developed, with a critical focus on the UK government’s 

role in designing strategies for sustainable energy community development and 

community energy projects.  This preliminary review highlighted a perceived lack of 

follow-through on matters of community energy, matters that were deemed relevant to 

ensure successful long-term success.   This paper was then directed toward reviewing 

this literature further, with the aim of finding beneficial criticism, detailing these 

oversights, and attempting to capture a broader base of literature for review and 

comparison.  A balance of both supporting and opposing views were sought, in order to 

ensure a representative insight on all aspects of the policy.  Following from this, by 

compiling the arguments in a new manner, and demonstrating oversights and areas 

requiring further research, the attention on the topic hopes to help aid objective progress 

toward national energy security and carbon reduction goals. 
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This thesis therefore takes a qualitative approach to the research question proposed and 

does such through a review of available material, including articles, books, online news 

sources, grey literature (government publications and policy documents), similar to that 

of Seyfang et al. (2013), Park (2012), Rae & Bradley (2012), as well as Catney et al. 

(2014), who all cover this topic in great detail using various other methods and styles, as 

well as during different time periods. Case study reports were also examined, similar to 

the approaches of Chmutina et al. (2014), Chmutina & Goodier (2014), Bomberg & 

McEwen (2012) and Seyfang et al. (2013).  This method of a qualitative approach was 

chosen over a more specific case study, so as to assess the broader field of policy 

measures and approaches toward ‘empowering communities’, as it allowed for a more 

thorough assessment of the broad-ranging impacts of this policy, since individual 

variations occur during the implementation of policy at ground level.  Case studies did 

however play a critical role in highlighting new concerns and issues not captured in the 

grey literature or academic articles.   

 

Literature and examples beyond the UK were also reviewed, since international best 

practices and case studies can offer pre-emptive insights into issues a domestic policy in 

the UK might face.  This paper looks at exploring, critiquing, reinforcing and 

addressing arguments presented by others, to examine their veracity and relevance to 

the 2010 UK Community Energy Policy.  The paper also seeks to add new information 

to the body of research, which will help create new opportunities for discussion, and 

add fresh perspective to the topic.  The paper closes by examining the opportunities 

community energy offers and proposes improvements and further research to strengthen 

such policies for future communities, functioning as a tool to ensure more accurate and 

responsible policy implementation. 
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2 COMMUNITY ENERGY  

This section serves to provide a general supporting context and understanding to what is 

meant by the term community energy as used in the UK’s announcement of the 2014 

Community Energy Strategy: People Powering Change (DECC 2014; DECC & Barker 

2010).  It follows from campaign speeches and policies regarding empowerment and 

activation of society, initiated under the Conservative Party, starting with a speech on 

November 10th 2009 by party leader David Cameron (2009) in its election campaign.  

This was re-iterated when the Conservatives rose to power in a coalition government 

with the Liberal Democrats in the summer of 2010 (Cameron 2010).  The Conservatives 

then gained a majority in the May 2015 general election and thus now form a single-

party government.  This empowerment of society was branded under the campaign 

slogan of Big Society (as opposed to Big Government), with the following excerpt from 

a speech by David Cameron summarising the idea: 

The Big Society is about a huge culture change . . . where people, in their everyday 

lives, in their homes, in their neighbourhoods, in their workplace . . . don’t always turn 

to officials, local authorities or central government for answers to the problems they 

face . . . but instead feel both free and powerful enough to help themselves and their 

own communities.  

(Cameron 2010) 

This approach was thus taken into policy making, forming the basis for the revised 2014 

Community Energy Strategy (DECC 2014; DECC & Barker 2010).  Catney et al. argue 

that this Big Society approach of the Conservatives highlights their acceptance of 

inequality in society, quoting both Hickson and Dorey in saying that “the ‘ideal’ 
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community that emerges from governmental policy is one that is increasingly self-

reliant (or resilient), ‘responsible’ and enterprising” (Catney et al. 2014, p. 718).  This is 

something explored in more detail in chapters 3 and 4 of this paper. 

This section attempts to cover in basic details the general elements of community 

energy and community energy projects, what it means, what they are, their main 

differences from a centralised system, and why they are gaining increasing popularity.  

2.1 What is community? 

The term community can have mixed interpretations depending on cultural context, 

language and geographical region (amongst others).  To explain how community is 

being handled in this paper with regards to the energy sector and community energy 

projects, a brief overview has been provided.  This intends to provide a context of what 

‘community’ is referring to in the context of energy, community energy groups, and the 

UK community policy.  Looking at the use of the term in two similar papers 

(concerning themes of energy and collectives with a shared interest in environmental 

issues) provided a strong basis for the meaning used in this paper.  One of these papers 

is by Jung Jin Park, and the other by Rae Cullum and Fiona Bradley.  Starting with 

Park, who uses the term community to: 

refer to a social entity which shares a common interest (i.e. sustainable energy 

generation). They can be either geographically based in same locality or solely related 

by their common interest. 

(Park 2012, p. 405) 

A chief connecting thread that arises when looking at community in this context is that 

of shared interests, concerning energy security or environmental issues (see below for 

further development of this idea).  This can lead to the term being used in vague ways, 

since shared interests can be multi-faceted and dynamic, and can span geographic 

regions as well as cultural and social groups.  Rae & Bradley also acknowledge the 

vague use of the term community, especially regarding the issue of scale (e.g. solar 

panels on a roof or a neighbourhood scale heat and power plant), which can cause 

confusion when groups wish to consider pursuing a project (2012).  Their paper also 

touches on the issue of external threats and how this can unify and mobilise a 

community toward action, something that is further reinforced in the context of climate 

change, energy security and costs (DECC 2014; ECC 2013; Rae & Bradley 2012).  
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Shared values appears in multiple papers as an underlying reason for groups choosing to 

engage with community energy as a tool in order to help them achieve their goals 

(Bomberg & McEwen 2012; Chmutina et al. 2014; Chmutina & Goodier 2014; van der 

Schoor & Scholtens 2015), and is therefore highly appropriate when one relates it back 

to the issue of mobilisation against threats (e.g. climate change, carbon taxes, etc.).   

 

A purely territorial community is heavily criticised (especially by geographers) as being 

too innocuous and thus inadequate in addressing reality, as geographical regions can be 

very conflicted and fragmented, and are insufficient in capturing how people relate to 

place or community (though these words are not interchangeable), especially since each 

individual’s experience of place is different and personal (Massey 1991).   

 

It is thus the approach of community being defined as a self-organised entity, of 

voluntary participation, unified by a goal and with an emphasis on geographic locality 

as per Park, which is used in this paper.   

2.2 What is community energy? 

The driving motto of the UK’s community energy strategy is “People Powering 

Change”.  It has been presented as a government supported effort to foster responsible 

production of energy, preferably that of clean and renewable supplies, for example 

wind, solar, and heat generation, with a focus on renewable technologies and lowering 

carbon emissions as per global targets for such (DECC 2014, 2015; DECC & Barker 

2010; ECC 2013). 

Community energy is about the public (both individuals and communities) getting 

involved in the four activities outlined below, as per the UK’s Department of Energy & 

Climate Change (DECC) strategy document: 

• Generating Energy 

• Reducing Energy Use 

• Managing Energy 

• Purchasing Energy 

        (DECC 2014, p. 8)  
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Community energy builds on previous government strategies including that of local 

energy, which was a policy aimed at “assisting businesses, cooperatives, local 

authorities and other public sector organisations who wish to install . . . medium-sized 

local energy projects such as solar arrays, wind turbines and district heating systems” 
(ECC 2013, p. 3).  Local energy is recognised as providing benefits such as increased 

grid capacity, new technologies with improved efficiencies and reduced maintenance 

costs upgrading central facilities (ECC 2013).  The benefits are explained in further 

detail in section 2.4 – Context. 

 

Clarity on the terms community energy and local energy has been called for, since 

specific texts of energy regulations may rule out the intended audiences they wish to 

help (ECC 2013).  It can therefore be seen as underscoring the importance of proper 

policy integration within existing regulations and support systems.  This issue of the 

challenge defining community energy is addressed in multiple papers, more recently 

however a working definition is being taken in academic and policy groups as follows:  

consider community energy to refer to those projects where communities (of place or 

interest) exhibit a high degree of ownership and control, as well as benefiting 

collectively from the outcomes, and we include both supply- and demand-side 

sustainable energy initiatives.  

(Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013, p. 978, emphasis added) 

This paper focuses on the first approach of the community energy strategy; energy 

generation, since this paper’s argument is concentrated on that of new technologies, and 

the adaptation and struggles of communities accessing and participating in such.  This 

includes: 

• Combined heat and power plants  

• Solar photovoltaic panels 

• Wind turbines 

• Smaller hydroelectric facilities 
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2.3 Why community energy? 

This section looks at the benefits community energy can offer, and why in the global 

climate of carbon reduction, climate change and energy security, community energy can 

play such an important role, even going beyond the technical aspects of achieving 

carbon objectives and moving toward social impacts such as community empowerment, 

education and regeneration of communities in decline. 

The Community Energy Strategy set out the key benefits of community energy:  

• It can help maintain energy security and tackle climate change   

• It can save money on energy bills   

• It can bring wider social and economic benefits, including generating income 

streams for the community, increasing community cohesion, and building 

confidence and skills.   

(DECC 2015, p. 8) 

Community energy is seen as part of the solution to a global concern for climate 

change, energy security and community engagement of issues relating to power 

production, clean technology and energy efficiency.   

 

Projects relating to sustainable energy generation create tangible benefits; energy cost 

savings (and possible revenue generation), energy security, and jobs, as well as 

intangible benefits; capacity-building, community mobilisation, empowerment, 

strengthening communities, and education (DECC 2014; Park 2012; Seyfang, Park & 

Smith 2013; Warren & McFadyen 2010).  Renewable energy and local energy systems 

allow for greater opportunities for local governance, given that energy generation 

becomes a local process with increased control at the local level. This is typically 

mirrored in social changes such as local governance and increased autonomy, with 

residents moving from passive to active engagement (Mulugetta, Jackson & van der 

Horst 2010; Park 2012; van der Schoor & Scholtens 2015). 

It has often been argued that local ownership not only produces more active patterns 

of local support and higher levels of planning acceptance but is also more equitable.  

(Warren & McFadyen 2010, p. 206) 
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There is also a strong body of work carried out by Seyfang et al. concerning the driving 

factors of those choosing to engage in community energy projects, with their interviews 

of over 380 participants, significant data became available.  Highlighted below is an 

extract of their work (see Figure 1), demonstrating that economic reasons still form the 

strongest basis for action on community energy, with environmental concerns ranking 

second, social goals third, and political and infrastructural objectives coming in fourth 

and fifth respectively (Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013). 

 

Figure 1: Overall Objectives of UK Community Energy Groups, adapted from 

Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013, p. 982 

Support also tends to increase when large projects such as wind farms, are community 

owned and operated (Warren & McFadyen 2010), however this is something which is 

being questioned in more recent papers, since the increasing prevalence of wind 

turbines especially is eroding such positive support, considerably so in areas renowned 

for their natural beauty and where tourism plays an important economic role. 

 

Another advantage of community energy is that its “polycentric approach … encourages 

experimental efforts at multiple levels” (Ostrom 2009, p. 39), which is a significant 

advantage when tackling global issues such as climate change and energy security, 

whereby local solutions are desired (Rae & Bradley 2012).  Community energy projects 

extend beyond the economical or technological improvements; they strengthen 
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communities and serve to allow for action not possible at an individual level, thereby 

bringing about local and relevant solutions, which can go beyond that of government 

policies and interventions, thereby achieving more holistic and sustainable outcomes 

(Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013).  The Department of Energy and Climate Change 

acknowledge this, recognising its significance in how they may best achieve their 

objectives. 

Community led action can often tackle challenges more effectively than government 

alone, developing solutions to meet local needs, and involving local people. Putting 

communities in control of the energy they use can help maintain energy security and 

tackle climate change; help people save money on their energy bills; and have wider 

social and economic benefits. These benefits are covered in more detail below.  

(DECC 2014, p. 4) 

Behavioural changes required to achieve national carbon reduction targets also become 

more apparent and tangible to a society the closer the source of the emissions become, 

in this way moving toward local energy generation can have the effect of awareness 

raising and education, with the link between action and consequence growing closer 

(ECC 2013; Mulugetta, Jackson & van der Horst 2010).  Other positive correlations 

include the generation of power as an asset to help finance local projects, whether 

related to energy or not, e.g. playgrounds or parks (Bomberg & McEwen 2012). 

 

One must be careful however, as cautioned by Catney et al. (2014), to not presume that 

local is automatically better or even more democratic.  Government intervention and 

support is still required, and one should be aware of not simply believing “that simply 

because a project/process/movement is local or decentralised, it is somehow clearly 

‘good’, ‘more just’, ‘more democratic’ or ‘more sustainable’” (Catney et al. 2014, p. 

726).  As Warren & McFadyen (2010) caution, community energy projects face their 

own struggles, including lack of experience with the planning process, bureaucratic 

burdens, and reduced economies of scale.  As Rae & Bradley write: 

Community scale can be thought of as highly appropriate when it comes to energy 

policy, and is seen as an appropriate scale at which to tackle many of the issues 

surrounding sustainability. This is reflected in the approach of numerous governments 

towards sustainable development, an example of which is the Department of 

Communities and Local Government in the UK. The use of community scale 

development and policy also infers an emphasis on social issues rather than strictly 
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technical or economic ones, and this reflects the importance of the social aspect of 

energy, and especially energy autonomy.  

(Rae & Bradley 2012, p. 6498, emphasis added) 

2.4 Context 

This section seeks to provide some greater context around the community energy policy, 

more specifically with regard to its debate and review in academic work, and criticism 

in literature and media, so as to show where this paper aligns itself in the preceding and 

current bodies of work on the topic.  This topic of discussion around “a more localised 

and distributed pattern of energy generation, and on the involvement of the community” 

(Chmutina & Goodier 2014, p. 63) is something that has been gaining increasing 

attention worldwide, but really gained traction around the late 1990s in the UK. 

 

With this increased focus on community energy through policies and public support, 

came criticism, and combining this with the recent community energy policy stemming 

from the Big Society agenda, this created a new shift in critique from the public, 

academic and media spheres.  This context thus originates from literature post-2007. 

 

Walker and Cass (2007) examine in their paper the issue of renewable energy, and its 

emergence and how to deal with these socio-technical configurations.  They are 

concerned with its development as a “heterogeneous category [since] many potential 

forms of social relation between ‘publics’ and technologies are emerging” (Walker & 

Cass 2007, p. 458).  This concern can be seen as highlighting the issue of blanket 

policies, and the problems these policies may cause when addressing social aspects of 

society.  With societies being such diverse entities, and new forms of developments and 

technology emerging, how can policy be expected to tackle such complexities with a 

one-size fits all approach?  Walker & Cass (2007, p. 458) question “policy assumptions 

and conceptions . . . highlighting that dominant characterisations of public roles have 

been part of a concentration on particular socio-technical pathways to the exclusion of 

others”.  Again, this issue of addressing all aspects and members of society is 

acknowledged.  The authors also draw attention to the trend of steering away from 

control by large, corporate suppliers and a shift toward alternative modes (community 

models, private homes and businesses, public utilities), which are “supported by state 
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funding, grassroots activism, corporate positioning and entrepreneurial activity” 

(Walker & Cass 2007, p. 463).  Closing their paper they ask the question of “how might 

‘the public’ . . . be embroiled in the co-production and co-evolution of the social and 

technical?” (Walker & Cass 2007, p. 467). 

 

Similarly in the same time period in the U.S.A., there was increased talk of moving 
“society from an energy commodity to energy commons regime” (Byrne, Martinez & 

Ruggero 2009, p. 81).  This global transition toward local solutions appears to have 

stemmed from a popular belief that the best solutions are local (IPCC 2014; Ostrom 

2009).  Commons regimes are based upon the principal of communal resources, which 

are not managed by a single agency, the challenge being that “it is difficult to exclude 

people from using them, but some of that usage depletes their availability to others” 

(Meinzen-Dick 2012).  For community energy this presents the challenge of managing a 

common resource asset without excessive government intervention or privatisation. 

 

This transition toward community energy is for some people, a way to address large-

scale problems at a pragmatic and manageable local level.  The issue of humans feeling 

helpless facing large challenges such as climate change, are discussed by Heisknan et al. 

(2010) in their study of energy conservation programmes, and the results indicate that 

“individual decisions to save energy in order to conserve common natural resources are 

framed by social dilemmas” (2010, p. 7586, emphasis added). In other words: despite 

recognised global importance on topics such as energy conservation, at the individual 

level, citizens struggle to enact the changes required, especially in the management of 

environmental resources (since, these are generally accepted to be a common asset), and 

as such “low-carbon communities present at least a partial solution to these problems of 

individual behaviour change.” (Heiskanen et al. 2010, p. 7586).  In the UK this 

highlights a shift toward thinking of problems as more manageable at smaller 

geographical scales, as well as the collective level of community thinking.  This 

demonstrates a change in the government strategies from the 1970s onward, whereby 

markets and individuals were responsible for spurring change.  

  

From 2012 discourse within academic groups moved toward analysing the effects of 

Big Society and community energy, questioning the aspects of social justice and a need 
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for more diverse approaches to the issues of climate change and low carbon energy 

(Catney et al. 2014; Chmutina & Goodier 2014; Park 2012; Seyfang, Park & Smith 

2013).  Park (2012) tackles this directly in a paper examining the issues of equity when 

it comes to environmental resources, specifically on “ the equitable distribution of 

opportunities for using renewable, low-carbon resources to become sustainable energy 

producers, especially, among communities which are aware of the benefits of 

sustainable energy generation” (Park 2012, p. 387).  Park is critical of the lack of study 

done to examine this distribution of opportunities and whether it is equitable, in addition 

questioning how such opportunities are distributed and what might influence this (Park 

2012).  Rae & Bradley (2012) also look into the social and political obstacles when it 

comes to expanding renewable energy opportunities and facilitating its growth, 

accepting that though the main drivers of renewable energy are economic and 

environmental,  and the main challenges being technical, the social and political 

consequences are of increasing importance moving forward.  The common theme 

arising in both criticisms is that of a lack of acknowledgement of social justice and 

equity issues by the government.  

 

The issue of community energy picked up further attention in 2013, as its role was 

reinforced as being critical and playing into the overall agenda of climate change and 

UK targets around such (ECC 2013).  The ECC even acknowledges this in their reports 

citing the many hurdles yet to be overcome, including local energy projects struggle 

with issues such as “securing funding and Power Purchase Agreements (PPAs), 

connecting to the grid and overcoming public opposition” (ECC 2013, p. 3).   

 

Concerning support mechanisms at a national level, homes and smaller scale projects 

are addressed by the Feed-in-tariff (FiT), with larger companies and producers having 

fixed-price Contracts for Difference (CfDs), this leaves projects that fall somewhere in 

the middle, those less than 10MW or larger than 5MW (mega-watts), without adequate 

support to negotiate the regulatory hurdles.  This however is the ideal scale and size for 

many larger community or neighbourhood energy projects, and so they are falling 

through the gaps due to inadequate framework to deal with them, this is acknowledged 

as a shortcoming by the ECC themselves (2013) and by the DECC (2014).  Even so, 

they recognise that much work must be done to address this, stating in 2013 that:  
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it is these smaller local schemes that have the best hope of engaging communities, 

raising energy awareness and increasing public acceptability of new low-carbon 

infrastructure.  

(ECC 2013, p. 36) 

Despite the ECC acknowledging this, this paper looks at the recent community energy 

policy which was developed to address these concerns (DECC 2014), and explores if it 

has been given adequate and appropriate attention in order to tackle the above concerns.   

 

A critical work in this regard is that of Seyfang et al. (2013), who carry out an extensive 

review of policy in the community energy sector, looking for areas that require further 

work and insights.  Their team carried out interviews and surveys on a UK wide basis of 

a broad sample of projects, where they succeeded in gathering over 354 responses, 

gathering extensive sample data.  The team look at the issue of diversity in groups and 

their approaches to energy projects in a large sample of studies, and came to recognise 

that community energy “is not reducible to a single entity; its multiple objectives need 

joined-up thinking among government departments” (Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013, p. 

977).  They further implore that there are “limits to how much these groups can achieve 

on their own: consistent policy support is essential.” (2013, p. 977).  From reviewing 

the above it becomes clear that blanket policy solutions are exclusionary and a greater 

recognition of diversity is required in order to reframe the thinking around energy 

policy.   

 

Catney et al. (2014, p. 715) write a charged paper, that “challenges ‘Big Society (BS) 

Localism’, seeing it as an example of impoverished localist thinking which neglects 

social justice considerations”.  Their paper looks at how though Big Society has 

delivered positives with regard to social policy, and discusses whether when it comes to 

environmental policy, it has ignored the fact that collective action is a requirement here, 

with inequalities constraining the progress required in society (Catney et al. 2014).  

Again, their argument is that simply removing the state’s involvement at the community 

level and expecting the community to run in and initiate change, on the assumption that 

the state is what is impeding development, invites the possibility of absolutely no 

activity taking place (Catney et al. 2014).  They conclude that there is much need for 

support, intervention, and an input of skills, since most communities will not be able to 
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avail of schemes without this external assistance (Catney et al. 2014).  The lack of 

participation from communities is symptomatic of “the long-term consequence of socio-

economic disadvantage and social exclusion.” (Catney et al. 2014, p. 725). 

 

More recent papers have been looking at the role of grassroots and community 

ownership, with Haggett & Aitken (2015) supporting that this is something that is 

becoming of increasing importance, since markets were historically centralised.  This 

issue of markets moving increasingly toward experimental models of localised energy 

production (Rae & Bradley 2012), exhibits significant potential when one considers the 

future global goals of carbon reduction as a strategy to mitigate damaging climate 

change.  These local and distributed models of (renewable) energy production 

demonstrate a new era for the future of energy; with environmental, social and 

economic benefits over the previous centralised methods (DECC 2014, 2015; ECC 

2013; Rae & Bradley 2012).  Common in all these discussions and critiques is the call 

for greater support for diversity in policy, specifically when it comes to social structures 

and issues of equity in technological leaps, best captured by Byrne et al.: 

Given the global character of the challenge, cookie cutter counter-strategies are certain 

to fail. 

(Byrne, Martinez & Ruggero 2009, p. 88, original emphasis) 

This paper takes the next step in categorising an assortment of these barriers to entry, 

looking at how the UK community energy policy has been engineered in such a way as 

to exclude a large proportion of those it principally seeks to help. 
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3 RESOURCE INEQUALITY 

This section deals with the fundamental inequality stemming from resources of all 

types, focusing however on those of financial, and skill-based assets, that are proposed 

as being available to varying degrees in different socio-economic groups.  This section 

thus focuses on the internal organisation and assets of a community, as opposed to 

external factors or influences regarding the Community Energy Strategy (this is tackled 

in Chapter 4 - Policy Oversights).  The following chapter aims to address the 

expectations made by policies such as community energy, about the recipients and 

prospective communities, and their various capacities – whether those be intrinsic or 

extrinsic, private or collective.  Park makes similar arguments concerning 

“assumption[s] about the ubiquitous existence of certain practical capacities” (2012, p. 

389), as well as Catney et al. (2014, p. 726), who address the issue head on concerning a 

lack of “material, social and personal” resources available to those interested in 

community energy projects.  

 

The diversity of the communities choosing to engage with community energy projects is 

limited by the available capacity of that community, and that immediately sets many 

communities at a disadvantage.  It has been argued that in previous environmental 

policies, “equity was rarely considered by policy-makers” (Park 2012, p. 392), and that 

such oversights even occurred with strategies deliberately aimed at assisting vulnerable 

groups (Park 2012).  
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This paper goes further to suggest that those oversights are still ingrained in the 

community energy policy, and that the Big Society and Community Energy Strategy of 

the recent governments have not addressed these adequately, in fact they are further 

entrenching social division.  Thereby arguing that even though one of the main aims of 

Big Society is to empower the people and roll back the state efforts (Cameron 2009, 

2010; DECC 2014, 2015; DECC & Barker 2010), by ignoring lessons from the recent 

past and failing to adequately acknowledge something as complex as community 

diversity, inequity, and resource differentials, the state has likely increased the burden 

of society on its systems in the long term.  Of course “it is not uncommon that policies 

fail to reflect uneven capacity in a segmented society” (Park 2012, p. 403), though it is 

the role of governments to ensure that this disparity is minimised, such that 

disadvantaged communities and members of society with limited capacity be assisted 

and given equal opportunities to partake, especially on projects of such significance. 

3.1 Financial Resources 

One of the first and arguably largest concerns when assessing the viability of schemes 

and policies relating to community energy is that of relating to the financial capacity of 

the individuals, communities, and agencies concerned with such a project.  Though 

governments provide funding sources for such projects (DECC 2014), there is also a 

cost borne by the community itself, an initial up-front cost that is not covered by 

funding or official support mechanisms.  This could be in the form of paying to print 

information leaflets, fuel costs to drive to a neighbouring project or indeed, preliminary 

application fees and initial feasibility assessments.  Such requirements and practicalities 

typically incur high up-front costs (Schäfer 2013), and government agencies do not 

reimburse costs until later stages in projects (if they do reimburse). 

 

This is covered in detail in a large study with 354 responses by Seyfang et al. (2013), 

whereby community members participating in community energy projects were 

interviewed on their experiences.  Responses from those surveyed highlighted this issue 

of up-front costs, such as many members using “their own personal resources to meet 

the short-term financial needs of the group” (Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013, p. 984).  

This paper argues that these up front costs are a significant barrier to entry for lower 

socio-economic groups, as assembling such funds would require consolidated efforts, 
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access to good credit and a large network of support (the latter being addressed further 

in section 3.5 – Networks).  Grants as a method of funding are typically paid after the 

project is complete, meaning an interim-funding source is needed, as demonstrated with 

the following excerpt from the work of Park: 

We were awarded grants from the LCBP and CSEP schemes. Our greatest difficulty 

was raising funds to proceed with the schemes. It was not understood that the grant 

was not actually paid until the work was complete and PAID FOR, as proved by 

receipted invoices. The cost of raising funds through banks or financial institutions 

was too costly to be pursued. Luckily, our village residents are relatively wealthy. We 

were able to borrow £55k from local residents. However we had to use a solicitor to 

arrange Promissory Notes, and also employ a Project Management Co, to protect the 

members of the committee from personal liability in case the scheme did not work and 

grants were not paid.  

(Survey respondent in Park 2012, p. 400) 

This issue of access to funding is also acknowledged by the UK’s Energy and Climate 

Change Committee themselves, in their Local Energy report (ECC 2013), and supported 

by comments from the Renewable Energy Association in the same report. 

 

Again, funding is available; this is after all the intent of government schemes such as 

community energy (DECC 2014, 2015; DECC & Barker 2010), however initiating a 

project generally requires personal financing, and this is something that the policies fail 

to address adequately, such that not all communities start on an even footing.  Payback 

options such as the Feed-in-Tariff (FiT) though noteworthy and generally profitable, 

only provide profits/compensation once a project has been successfully completed and 

is feeding energy back into the grid (DECC 2014).  This is something not all projects do 

if they only intend to meet their own energy demands or they wish to avoid the various 

legal and technical hurdles of becoming an energy provider to the national grid (ECC 

2013).  It can thus be stated that a long-term incentive, offered only after completion of 

a project, is insufficient in bridging the gap between concept and completion.  This 

model of financial payback through FiT or energy savings is geared towards financial 

outcomes as proof of success, with non-financial benefits not assessed or given a value.  

If a community were to become energy independent with renewable resources (e.g. 

solar PV installations and a wind turbine) but only cover its own needs and not sell back 

to the electrical grid, then no FiT revenue is generated and thus no repayments on 
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investments are made.  This means that although the project would be helping the UK 

meet its carbon reduction targets, it wouldn’t be rewarded for such under the FiT 

scheme.  New models of encouragement and forms of incentives are required.  Even 

where up-front funding is available, such as the Rural Community Energy Fund (ECC 

2013), it is still too early to suggest that such opportunities are equally available and 

accessible to all interested groups (Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013), as detailed further in 

the arguments made in this chapter. 

 

Haggett & Aitken (2015) make a very strong argument also, with regard to the weaker 

position of communities in a market with larger commercial developers.  It is written 

that larger developers: 

are often in a position to diversify these risks and uncertainties because they can 

engage in multiple projects simultaneously, an opportunity not usually available to 

community-led projects. Community groups face other resource issues too. They have 

no ability to barter prices down through promise of future work, as unlike commercial 

projects, most community projects are ‘one-offs’  

(Haggett & Aitken 2015, p. 100) 

The argument being made in this section is that from a financial perspective, 

community energy projects generally require an up-front out of pocket cash injection 

from their participants, and that this restriction likely means community energy projects 

are the sort of projects that mostly only wealthier communities can partake in.  

 

Of course there are other options available to communities with financial limitations.  

These are generally projects involving commercial partners, leaseback schemes, or other 

such ventures where the community is a participant (of varying degrees, from passively 

informed to active and profiting stakeholders), however typically they are not the 

leading members of such projects.  This defies what community energy stands to offer 

as a policy that “empowers communities, fosters social capital, creates jobs, regenerates 

economies and reduces carbon emissions” (Catney et al. 2014, p. 721).  When 

communities resort to using developers to achieve their goals, placing themselves in the 

second row, they risk becoming pawns whose rooftops generate revenue for larger 

corporations with sub-optimal financial benefits to the communities.  One can also 

demonstrate that with increased income and financial means, individuals have the 
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ability to exchange earned money for time, in the form of consultants and managers on 

their community energy projects.  Time or the lack thereof is also recorded as being one 

of the biggest project weaknesses, in the study by Seyfang et al. (2013), highlighting the 

importance of volunteers or consultants to carry out tasks and distribute the workload. 

 

3.2 Home Ownership 

Following from the topic of financial means, it is proposed that there stands another 

barrier to those interested in participating in community energy projects – that of home 

ownership and the difficulties in incentivising and empowering those who do not own 

their property.  The argument being made here is that home ownership correlates to 

higher levels of investment in property improvements; therefore this typically results in 

investments in projects (such as energy schemes) with long-term outcomes for the 

benefit of inhabitants.   

 

The statistics explain further this argument (Figures 2 and 3), and though the data are 

for England, similar data and trends apply to the UK as a whole.  The key critical item 

here is that home ownership is at its lowest levels since 1980 (ONS 2013, 2015; Owen 

2014), and it is put forward that this requires a different type of support that is not 

adequately covered in the Community Energy Strategy.  The argument being made 

therefore is that with increasing rental markets and residents availing of social housing 

programmes, these groups are less likely to invest in long-term upgrades in their 

buildings and energy supplies, since they are not the responsible party for the property 

and stand to gain less from large investments (Walker 2008).  As such it becomes clear 

that a more direct support mechanism is needed to support the non-owners inside of 

communities. 
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Figure 2 - Home Rental and Ownership Data for England - 2013/2014 

Adapted from Office for National Statistics 2015 (ONS 2015) 

 

Figure 3 - Home Rental and Ownership Data for England - 2013/2014 

Adapted from Office for National Statistics 2015 (ONS 2015) 
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As can be seen in Figure 3, non-owners account for a considerable market share at 36%.  

The issue of ownership influencing property upgrades/investments, stems from ideas 

about what triggers personal investment in the outcomes of a project, and whether those 

outcomes are financial (e.g. profits, reduced energy costs), environmental (e.g. cleaner 

fuel source, reduced carbon footprint) or indeed social (e.g. increased community 

participation, social bonding), the likelihood of a community to commit to a renewable 

energy project can be related directly and indirectly to ownership (Catney et al. 2014).  

This comes from the understanding that those who have committed to purchasing a 

home stand to gain financially from any further investments they make in this property, 

such as hedging costs relating to increasing fuel costs as well as energy security, 

discussed further below. 

 

Renters are also in a position of reliance on their landlord for their energy services, with 

little power to affect such situations: 

a significant proportion of people on low incomes and at risk of fuel poverty are not 

homeowners and are therefore dependent on their landlord for the systems through 

which they access energy 

(Walker 2008, p. 4515) 

Chmutina & Goodier also address this issue, considering the complex problem it 

underlines and which community energy policy must overcome. 

Those affected by fuel poverty and high energy prices would normally want to reduce 

energy costs, but cannot afford to do so due to the high costs of RE [renewable 

energy] technologies and the implementation of energy efficiency measures  

(Chmutina & Goodier 2014, p. 69) 

The question thus posed here is how can the government incentivise non-owners to 

avail of community energy schemes, what changes needs to be made to encourage this, 

or if community energy is not the appropriate mechanism or policy measure for this 

section of the housing market, then what is serving to address this growing rental 

segment? 
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3.3 Operational Models 

A large part of the success of community energy projects comes from the active 

participation of the community.  Local ownership is one way of achieving this, as it 

directly ties the benefits generated by the project back to the community members.  As 

is discussed in this paper however, in order to initiate, own or even operate a 

community energy project, there must be a strong aptitude toward negotiating the 

bureaucratic obstacles involved (Catney et al. 2014; Park 2012; Seyfang, Park & Smith 

2013), along with the resolve to remain committed to this community energy committee 

(or other similar working group), and so it is argued here that this sets lower socio-

economic groups at a distinct advantage, for without significant support from external 

consultants, this is typically a complicated process (Catney et al. 2014; Park 2012; 

Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013).   

 

Local actors are much more in tune with their community and its needs, and are 

therefore better situated than national level agencies to identify and engage communities 

in projects that are of real benefit to its residents (Mulugetta, Jackson & van der Horst 

2010).  Where commercial partners come into communities offering transactional 

projects; such as utilising community residents’ roof surfaces for solar panels and 

offering reduced energy bills in return, with the prospect of navigating the bureaucracy 

and paperwork for the community, one must be cautious that such undertakings are not 

simply seen as acts of bribery or faux community participation as an attempt to buy 

planning permission (ECC 2013; Walker & Cass 2007).  Partnerships have their merits, 

especially where it allows a community get started on clean energy plans or reduce 

energy costs, however one ought to be wary of simply using the community as a 

platform to generate profit for larger commercial agencies.  This ties back with the 

above argument at the end of section 3.1 – Financial Resources, regarding communities 

being used as pawns and receiving sub-optimal benefits.  

 

In addition research done by Warren and McFadyen (2010) in Scotland demonstrated 

that community ownership of wind farms can have strong positive effects on the 

public’s acceptance of such projects.  This ties in with similar research carried out by 

Haggett and Aitken (2015), regarding the role of community ownership and investment 
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in grassroots energy innovation, as well as the Energy and Climate Change Committee’s 

(2013) own report discussing community and local energy projects and improved 

processes of approval during the planning stages.  The arguments set forth are that this 

must be further reviewed and addressed in future versions of community energy policy, 

such that less capable communities are connected with commercial enterprises in ways 

that seek to find common ground and negate exploitation of either parties or the 

government’s funding and resources.  This will be critical to ensuring the propagation 

of the objectives of community energy, whilst empowering people to participate. 

3.4 Education, Skillsets and Capacity 

The differences in abilities and capacities of communities extend beyond just those of 

externally observed criteria such as financial means and home ownership; it also 

pertains to qualities such as learned skills and formal education.  Though of course it 

should be noted that higher education levels have a direct impact on earning potential 

(ONS 2011), and so relates back to the issue of financial resources. 

 

The process of participating in a community energy project it is argued is one that 

requires a large set of skills and a strong understanding of terminology, bureaucratic 

processes, and finances (Catney et al. 2014; Julian & Dobson 2012; Park 2012; 

Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013).  The argument set forth here concerns the skills and 

education of the lay people seeking to initiate a community energy project, and not the 

actual construction, operation and maintenance (O&M) of such.  Though the O&M 

required once the project is completed is also a possible cause for community energy 

projects to fail, it is not being addressed here, since these skills and specialised labour 

can be outsourced, though doing this incurs a cost which can be related back to the 

issues raised in section 3.1 – Financial Resources. 

 

The UK Energy and Climate Change Committee acknowledges the issue of community 

capacity in its own report on local energy stating that the “success of projects depends 

on a combination of factors including . . . relevant local skills” (ECC 2013, p. 7).  The 

research by Park on fostering community energy further explains how pursuing such 

projects requires partaking in “multiple processes requiring diverse capacities” (2012, p. 

396), and that since these processes typically occur simultaneously and are not 
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straightforward, they add another layer of complexity to community energy project 

success, serving as further challenges to be overcome (Park 2012).  For example a 

description of the items required for a wind project, as identified by an interviewee in 

Park’s studies, demonstrates the complexity and extent of information required: 

A wind project would involve siting, site plans, survey of public opinion, visual 

impact assessment, ecological assessment, architectural assessment, communications 

and TV assessment, landscape impact assessment, noise assessment, shadow flicker 

assessment, heritage and conservation area considerations, or electrical connection 

design constraints.  

(Park 2012, p. 398) 

Unsurprisingly Park noted in the study of successful projects that the “diverse, 

professional in-house expertise of volunteers and core members was considered as a key 

factor for project success” (2012, p. 398), and that “volunteers with the necessary 

expertise to avoid having to pay consultants and other experts” (2012, p. 398) were 

considered significant factors attributing to the overall success of the projects.  This 

latter point ties back to arguments relating to financial costs (e.g. consultant fees) made 

in section 3.1 – Financial Resources and is also covered from another perspective in the 

next section 3.5 – Networks.  Catney et al. warn of the risks associated with the 

government not recognising these "significant differences in capabilities distributed 

across society" (2014, p. 719), and how the Government's "BS [Big Society] energy 

policy is largely untargeted and demonstrates limited recognition of the distributional 

aspects of social justice" (Catney et al. 2014, p. 719).  This section attempts to 

strengthen this argument that government cannot simply create policy and expect action.  

There are a multitude of further support mechanisms as well as more active approaches 

required, in order to fully utilise and empower the UK citizens to engage with 

community energy.  As per Park’s (2012) study, government must work harder to 

recognise predisposed advantages of certain communities.   

 

Additionally the research shows that in an application form as part of the Community 

Sustainable Energy Programme, applicants are required to show how they can meet 

various criteria “which would require the results of feasibility studies, specialist skills, 

and technical information to respond” (Park 2012, p. 400).  It should be noted that this 

is for the initial application alone, and thus any community lacking this know-how 
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would be required to use consultants, incurring additional costs and taking us back to 

the argument raised in section 3.1 – Financial Resources. 

 

This further demonstrates the high level of aptitude community members must have in 

order to navigate this bureaucratic terrain of applications and reports.  In Seyfang et al. 

(2013, p. 983), survey respondents noted the benefits of having skills such as 

“negotiation, accountancy, engineering, planning” in their pre-existing community 

group.  For unpaid and volunteer community members attempting to navigate project 

applications, hurdles such as the above act as a strong deterrent to the persistence 

required for a successful project completion. 

 

Though it should be noted that there are agencies setting out to train local communities 

(DECC 2014), these tend to focus on the O&M phase which is necessary and 

commendable, though it will never become a reality if the project doesn’t get past the 

application phase.  There have been some positive developments concerning raising the 

standard of information and education for those interested in community energy 

projects, with the Department of Energy and Climate Change (DECC) launching a peer 

mentoring scheme “to enable experienced community energy groups in England to offer 

peer-to-peer support to newer entrants” (DECC 2014, p. 10).  However, even the DECC 

acknowledge that some of the key issues facing community generation projects relate 

to:  

Difficulty in navigating systems related to regulation, planning and network access. 

Some regulatory processes can seem insurmountable, time-consuming and complex to 

community groups.  

(DECC 2014, p. 11) 

The issue of disadvantaged groups and their access to resources and opportunities is not 

a new argument, and as such, as something well studied with various policy impacts, 

this research paper questions why it has not been received sufficient attention in the 

2010 Community Energy Strategy.  How these groups share skills and expand their 

capacities beyond their immediate community is the subject of the next section.  
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3.5 Networks 

Networks are a tool that can be useful in exchanging ideas, information, resources and 

even people.  When community energy groups venture into a new project, one of the 

first acts undertaken is research and accumulation of data.  Information coming through 

networks is generally how projects are initially alerted to opportunities such as 

community energy. 

The arguments presented in this section stem from two supporting arguments; firstly 

that better educated, more well-off communities have larger, more educated, and 

therefore potently powerful, and “resourceful networks” (Eijk 2010, p. 223), this being 

beneficial when it comes to community energy project applications with more 

opportunities to meet and discuss project information; and secondly that since studies to 

date have focused on successful projects, and since its argued lower socio-economic 

sections of society are disadvantaged or excluded (Catney et al. 2014), then the 

successful higher socio-economic groups are the ones succeeding in the first place and 

are the ones with the information that can help another community energy group 

through the process – but how are lower and higher socio-economic groups being 

encouraged to interact or share information with one another?    

 

Networking is one of the most significant factors required in the success of a project 

according to Seyfang et al., with almost three-quarters of respondents in their study 

stating that they were “engaged in some form of networking with other community 

energy groups and/or with organisations and networks” (2013, p. 986), for the purpose 

of sharing contacts, forms, and facilities.  The argument made here is that in addition to 

higher socio-economic classes generally having higher levels of education, financial 

security and home-ownership that they also have larger personal and professional 

networks (Eijk 2010; Smith 2015), which further lends itself to distinct advantages 

when pursuing community energy projects.  These networks provide advantages 

including access to information and resources, including funding opportunities, as well 

as knowledge and skillsets.   

 

This ties in with the importance of community energy projects supporting one another, 

sharing resources and providing warnings and advice relating to likely pitfalls in the 
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project process.  There are government resources, and cost-free information platforms 

of course, however these are “heavily oversubscribed” (Renewable Energy Association 

in ECC 2013, p. 29), and so community energy projects “rely on the goodwill of 

volunteers to get projects up and running” (ECC 2013, p. 30).  Accessing this expertise 

is not always possible for all projects though, such that they struggle to get off the 

ground (ECC 2013).  Additionally, the heavy costs of consultants can also be reduced 

not only by skills within the group, but by community networks with other educated 

professionals subsidising or alleviating the need for external paid consultants, and 

through more informal means of skills and time sharing (Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013).  

Thus it is argued that this becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy, whereby the richer 

members of society have the financial means and networks in order to fund their 

applications and further advance their community energy projects, accessing the 

government funding for such with less hassle and through a utilisation of their 

privileged access to or ownership of resources e.g. networks, finances, education and 

homes. 
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4 POLICY OVERSIGHTS 

 Giving everyone a chance should be one of the main concerns of a good society 

(Bauman 2001, p. 79)  

 

As explained and argued in the previous section, there are many shortfalls when it 

comes to the implementation of community energy strategies as a result of a poor 

understanding of certain socio-economic dynamics and resource allocations.  Chapter 3 

- Resource Inequality dealt with the intrinsic composition of communities, looking at the 

underlying complications and conflicts that arise when policy mixes with the 

unpredicted, ignored, or less than ideal realities of community capacities (Catney et al. 

2014; Park 2012; Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013). 

 

Chapter 4 moves towards a critique of the policy itself, insofar as examining what the 

inherent oversights of the policy measures were, before they were published and issued 

to or utilised by their intended audience.  In other words, had the perfect community 

been waiting and ready for such a programme (i.e. had none of the arguments of 

Chapter ‘3 Resource Inequality’ applied), where would the policies have failed those 

communities regardless?  This chapter and its subsections therefore examine whether 

community energy is an appropriate policy in order to tackle the national objectives 

related to energy security and a low carbon future, and where the policy failed to meet 

its own broader objectives.  
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This section will not cover a history of energy policy nor a detailed look at each 

particular aspect, but relates to the recent (previous 7-8 years) discussions in academic 

and other institutions regarding failures of energy policy and examines which of these 

arguments remain largely unaddressed by the most recent community energy strategy. 

 

This examination and research done by Chmutina & Goodier looks at how “the complex 

socio-political context in which new technologies are to be employed is often 

overlooked” (2014, p. 63), and was even previously covered by Rae & Bradley two 

years prior to Chmutina & Goodier, where they write of how the consequences of the 

growing role of renewable energy and its "social and political consequences . . . cannot 

be ignored" (Rae & Bradley 2012, p. 6505).  This begs the question, with such red flags 

raised before regarding the social aspects and implications of policy, what should 

government be doing to examine and address these issues of equity in its community 

energy policies? (Catney et al. 2014; Park 2012; Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013).  The 

development of policy relating to energy projects is also flawed from the position of 

feedback mechanisms used to improve and hone previous policies or develop new 

strategies.  Feedback and data concerning community energy projects, comes from 

projects that have succeeded.  This is seen in the work of Seyfang et al. (2013), where 

despite gathering large amounts of data on projects, the feedback gathered (positive and 

negative, strengths and weaknesses) relate for the most part to projects that succeeded in 

completing their project, or projects that reached a certain level of completion or at least 

of publication or media presence, such that Seyfang and his team could find the project 

in order to interview and gather feedback as to why these communities failed to follow 

through on a project. 

 

This paper will now move toward looking in more detail at these four specific aspects of 

policy oversights in more detail, namely; the indicators one uses to measure and gauge 

success, whether community energy policy truly aims to empower communities and 

citizens, the issue of funding and bias in how it is allocated or applied for, and finally 

the issue of communities and their own priorities and whether the community energy 

strategy acknowledges this adequately. 

Our ambition is that every community that wants to form an energy group or take 

forward an energy project should be able to do so, regardless of background or 
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location. We will back those who choose to pursue community energy, working to 

dismantle barriers and unlock the potential of the sector. We also want to reach out 

beyond those who are already active, encouraging more communities to get involved 

in all areas of community energy. 

(DECC 2014, p. 7, emphasis added) 

4.1 Is Success Quantifiable? 

Many authors and groups condemn previous versions of community energy as doing 

little to truly empower communities to move toward responsible, renewable and secure 

local energy generation (Catney et al. 2014; Chmutina et al. 2014; ECC 2013; Park 

2012; Rae & Bradley 2012; Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013).  This section looks in more 

detail at what measurable outcomes did the Community Energy Policy and its creators 

wish to see in projects, examining whether this framework was clear enough to generate 

positive outcomes and further replication?  One of the least objective aims of 

community energy being that of empowerment, however this is dealt with separately in 

the following section 4.2 – ‘Empowerment’. 

 

The community energy strategy focuses on economic results (e.g. money generated, 

savings made) as well as more technical data such as energy consumption and 

efficiency measures (DECC 2014, 2015), with less attention paid to the softer 

objectives, such as helping people “feel both free and powerful enough to help 

themselves and their own communities.” (Cameron 2010).  Measuring success on such 

a complex strategy; a strategy that entails political, economic, environmental, and social 

agendas, could never be an easy task, and therefore this paper asks why greater 

flexibility and adaptability has not been designed into the expectations and demands of 

potential applicants.  The ECC acknowledges this in its own Local Energy report, 

stating: 

Generally, there is no framework within the planning process to take into account the 

socio-economic benefits of community-owned small to medium-sized renewable 

energy projects, thus planning decisions do not take into account all the potential 

benefits.  

(ECC 2013, p. 18) 
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However though this was acknowledged by the ECC, the policy and guidelines remain 

vague, and this brings uncertainty and risk to communities, something again 

acknowledged by the ECC with calls for “clear guidance about what is expected from 

local energy projects” (2013, p. 4), however this has still not been fully addressed in the 

community energy strategy (Catney et al. 2014). 

 

The Netherlands demonstrates a similar struggle as it transitions towards more local 

forms of energy initiatives, with clarity and the need for “further development of 

organisation structures and viable visions for local energy governance” (van der Schoor 

& Scholtens 2015, p. 674).  Partnerships and best practices ought to be assembled from 

an international assembly of projects and policies, applying a lesson learned approach 

such that best practices can be spread farther and faster. 

 

Indicators are required not just for the government and its review of policies, but for the 

communities themselves, such that they can evaluate their own impact, share 

information, compare and contrast effective and redundant approaches, learn from 

others experiences by “building on the best and avoiding unproductive ideas” (DECC 

2014, p. 10).  There are many opportunities presented through a well delivered 

Community Energy Strategy, as captured below: 

The environmental, social and economic benefits have been demonstrated by some of 

the early explorers of community energy in the UK, and have provided the basis for 

partnerships premised on mutual and social benefit to thrive.  These benefits are vastly 

overlooked in current policy debate.  

(Julian & Dobson 2012, p. 5) 

The issue of capturing this potential and what successful indicators should or could look 

like is addressed in Chapter 5 - Opportunities. 

4.2  ‘Empowerment’ 

Community energy and Big Society speak of involving and empowering communities 

with new opportunities (DECC 2014, 2015; DECC & Barker 2010; ECC 2013), though 

what does this mean and what would be tangible measurements of such?  How are 

communities best empowered through the community energy strategy?  This follows 
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from the previous sections’ arguments, that without well-defined and measurable 

expectations, community energy serves to have little framework to support this aspect 

of its stated aims, especially concerning the mantra of empowerment and people feeling 

“free and powerful enough to help themselves and their own communities.” (Cameron 

2010). 

 

Especially when the current policy puts community energy in an arena where it is 

competing directly with commercial entities for funding and contract pricing (Haggett 

& Aitken 2015), something that does little to foster the inclusion of smaller scale 

projects (Shankleman 2015).  This paper argues that community energy needs an 

altogether different set of rules from that of the to-date commercial options, in order to 

usefully extract the best operations from its participants. 

 

A positive promise is that of responses in Seyfang et al.’s study (2013) of community 

energy projects (carried out before the official strategy in 2014), where it was recorded 

that the majority of projects were individual or pre-existing community groups.  This is 

encouraging for community energy and therefore one would hope that the latest 

community energy strategy further promotes smaller communities to engage in new 

energy projects.  The question is whether the latest community energy strategy 

encourages or destroys this trend, currently there are no large datasets available on this, 

and therefore this paper seeks to draw attention to this issue for future studies and 

reviews to carry out more effective and useful data collection. 

 

Catney et al. (2014) criticise Big Society and its policies (and thus community energy) 

of neglecting “targeted, area-based initiatives and instead promot[ing] market-type 

processes as a means of facilitating the development of renewable energy schemes and 

reducing fuel poverty.” (Catney et al. 2014, p. 723).  This speaks strongly to neoliberal 

policies and the expectations of market forces to resolve matters and spur growth in the 

sector.  Looking at this trend there is concern that relying on market trends without 

adequate government regulation will lead to a runaway abuse of funding, and ignores 

precisely the concerns raised in this paper – that certain groups are already at a 

disadvantage and as such are beyond the means of the market’s mechanisms.  The 

government must walk a fine line between attempting to empower communities, or the 
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alternative, that of creating dependencies which Big Society seeks to avoid.  A caution 

is given by Park that: 

when external professionals are involved in capacity-building, communities may feel 

pressure to rely on such external aids which often impose top-down agendas” 

(Park 2012, p. 391)  

The balance between providing support and creating a dependent relationship with 

society becomes increasingly complex.  One must be careful as with the issues raised in 

the previous section on defining success, that even though there an increasing number 

of schemes whereby private suppliers chose to actively partner with community groups, 

(whether genuine or not in their aims of benefitting local people), that there is often 

scepticism of ulterior motives such that these deals can “be readily interpreted as 

bribery rather than goodwill” (Walker & Cass 2007, p. 464). 

 

Government in its measurement of success, must be careful to recognise the difference 

between the above private partnership project approach which may abuse vulnerable 

groups, and projects that truly engage and promote on-going support for community 

energy in their locality.  What should a truly sustainable model of community energy 

look like in addressing such a diverse mix if communities, with various capacities, 

needs and skills? 

4.3 Funding for All? 

The current structure of funding available to community energy schemes is lacking in 

acknowledgement of the realities of access to such, and therefore its immediate 

availability.  This is something criticised by the Energy and Climate Change 

Committee: 

If Government is serious about increasing competition in electricity generation it must 

come forward with a credible solution [for independent generators seeking financial 

support] urgently.   

(2013, p. 24) 

Linking back to the argument made in section 3.1 - Financial Resources, how are 

communities of lower financial standing able to apply for funding if it requires money 

to complete these applications, and funding is granted rebate-style after project 
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completion or the completion of a stage? (Catney et al. 2014; Park 2012; Seyfang, Park 

& Smith 2013).  This funding gap causes a lot of projects to drop out of the application 

process, or deter them from starting at all “particularly at the early stage when projects 

are higher risk” (DECC 2014, p. 11).  As discussed, the complications and bureaucracy 

required to receive funding entail legal, organisational, and political obstacles (Catney 

et al. 2014; DECC 2014; Haggett & Aitken 2015; Park 2012; Seyfang, Park & Smith 

2013), what can the government do to help communities navigate this terrain?  

 

Park (2012) tackles once again the issue of assumptions in-built in policy, that 

applicants have the ability and know-how required in order to complete the processes 

required to secure funding for their project., or as Catney et al. (2014) posits whether 

policy advisors believe that “associational groups are ‘out there’ and the only thing 

barring their growth is limited access to investment” (2014, p. 722).  This serves to 

create policies and strategies that simply allocate a pool of funding, but provide no 

means, no tools or support, to help communities to access these financial resources.  

The bureaucracy, paperwork and time commitment behind accessing these funds is 

inordinate and discouraging (DECC 2014; ECC 2013; Park 2012), and understandably 

“hinders some communities from applying for funding opportunities.” (Park 2012, p. 

404).  It need not be so challenging. 

 

This above information is of projects that have succeeded or are going through planning 

and so has a characteristic bias towards successful groups.  A key criticism in this 

regard comes from the work of Catney et al. captured in the following excerpt: 

Communities that fail to become “active” or poor at developing bids for funding will 

be unlikely to receive funding with more profession[al], higher income communities 

better equipped for such schemes.  

(Catney et al. 2014, p. 722) 

Most importantly however is the potential issue of advantaged groups, those 

“communities with greater wealth and strong social capital networks dominating the 

funding race for resources” (Catney et al. 2014, p. 723).   
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In addition, where models of funding exist, due to regulatory hurdles and inadequate 

integration in ancillary frameworks and policies, projects cannot always nor easily 

access the funding earmarked for their use, this is acknowledged in the ECC’s own 

report: 

According to the organisation, 80% of community energy projects in Wales and 90% 

of those in Scotland are excluded under the current definition [of community 

organisation].  

(Community Energy Scotland cited in ECC 2013, p. 27) 

 

As with any government strategy and its accompanying policy, there is only a limited 

pool of funding available for community energy.  Given the history of energy policies in 

the UK and the different sequences and models of funding, there is an advantage given 

to the previous generations of successful community energy type projects (having 

applied under different schemes with similarities to community energy) looking to 

expand or install new technologies.  It is proposed here that those projects that were 

once successful, have insider knowledge and an increased ability to take advantage of 

community energy funding (Catney et al. 2014), given the exponential learning curve in 

applying for funding etc. and their ability to re-use previously gathered data or reports, 

to substantiate their applications and plans. 

4.4 Community Priorities and Applicability 

This final argument relates to a quite basic and simple idea, that of community 

priorities.  Though climate change, renewable energy and clean power are of 

importance at various levels of global as well as local society, it is proposed here that 

specific communities have other more pertinent issues to address before that of 

community energy, for example education, crime, healthcare and employment.  Looking 

at the government’s approach to creating the Community Energy Strategy, questions are 

raised about whether it could truly target all levels of society and address its mandate of 

engaging and empowering all levels of society. 
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Is it responsible or effective even to try and address such issues as climate change and 

crime in parallel, given limited community capacity and funding?  Proposed are three 

ways to frame this idea from a community perspective: 

• There are more important issues, why should we care 

• There are equally important issues, we cannot tackle everything 

• We see this as an important issue, but we require capacity building or 

other assistance before we can even address this 

Is government policy decisive enough in its acknowledgement of such differences in 

community’s structures and struggles?  For example, does a community with strong 

coastal winds or solar radiation, instantly become a centre of focus for the community 

energy strategy regardless of other pressing concerns such as falling rates of family 

farm operations or lower literacy? 

 

Each community has its own inimitable priorities; which may be based on factors such 

as geographic location, resource assets or transport links etc., leading to a variety of 

different concerns and areas of focus for such communities.  Ultimately the nature of 

communities is decided by their members, as per the definition in section 2.1, 

communities are self-organised, unified by a goal and have a geographic connection.  

Indeed funding earmarked by the government for community energy certain regions, 

may be best placed elsewhere, e.g. education, healthcare or transport.  By 

predetermining money as being toward a certain cause, e.g. renewable energy projects, 

this may ignore strong conflicting needs at the community level.  In fact in certain 

instances it could even damage pre-existing efforts at one of these other priorities.  

Would a renewable energy project perhaps cause a conflict in the social fabrics of a 

small or poor community trying to tackle issues like equality, education or tourism?  In 

essence, such assessment should be carried out before the money is allocated and an 

environmental impact assessment or even social or economic impact assessment is 

made.   

 

There is also the difference between priorities and privileges in more affluent and less 

affluent communities, for example as captured in a study was the following: 
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It is often overlooked that many projects are implemented without the desire to gain 

financially – in this case the stakeholders are more interested in pursuing their own 

beliefs and concerns, and pursue the opportunity to show what can be done. 

 (Chmutina et al. 2014, p. 124) 

This also relates back to and has similarities with the arguments in section 3.2 Home 

Ownership, since it is proposed here that for many communities funding and assistance 

in acquiring ownership of their property is a greater priority than making further 

investments in their energy systems.  Especially since control of these systems for non-

owners is outside of their responsibility (Chmutina & Goodier 2014; Walker 2008).  

With a large component of community energy being about clean energy and a push 

toward the UK’s 2020 environmental targets (DECC 2014, 2015; ECC 2013), it must 

not be forgotten that “for people living in poverty in deprived areas, personal 

responsibility for carbon emissions may be the furthest thing from their minds.” (Catney 

et al. 2014, p. 726).  For many communities, simply adopting a new technology requires 

a capacity not available to them (Park 2012), due to other competing needs. 

 

Middlemiss & Parrish call out the government’s “optimistic view of the potential for 

grassroots involvement in sustainability assumes first that community groups want to be 

a vehicle for government policy” (2010, p. 7560), and how it furthermore it makes an 

assumption that communities are capable of affecting such change.  This is something 

repeated in texts by Middlemiss & Parrish (2010), Walker & Cass (2007), and also well 

described by Park as “a misleading assumption that the potential for capacity-building is 

generally inherent in communities” (2012, p. 391).  Government must find a new way to 

step in and support these communities, such that they are not left prey to external 

market forces and left behind in the race to a low carbon future.  There must be way 

new form of support to ensure adequate governmental tools, economic or otherwise, are 

leveraged to enhance the applicability of the Community Energy Strategy in such a way 

as to optimise and include all levels of society. 

In short, where low-income communities have been failed by the energy market and 

lack resources necessary to have the options open to wealthier and more professional 

communities, the market should play a role in addressing these failures  

(Catney et al. 2014, p. 721) 
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5 OPPORTUNITIES 

Despite the tone of criticism in chapters three and four, there are of course strong 

benefits to community energy when utilised as a path toward a more energy secure and 

low carbon future.  As mentioned the purpose of this paper is to highlight what is 

understood to be the largest oversights found in literature and project information, and 

provide this criticism with the aim to enable new and improved solutions toward the 

objectives of community energy.  This envisions including giving communities a 

definitive role in the discussions on the UK’s renewable energy targets, as well as 

allowing them opportunities to tackle their concerns regarding security, efficiency, and 

carbon reduction goals (DECC 2014, 2015; DECC & Barker 2010; ECC 2013). The 

failing of the policies to date being that they “fail to reflect uneven capacity in a 

segmented society.” (Park 2012, p. 403). 

 

This discussion looks at the positive aspects of community energy in order to reconcile 

the oversights to date, and move toward a conclusion that seeks to clarify some of the 

core issues that the government ought to give further attention.  With this it is hoped 

that a move can be made toward a strengthening of policy and a more flexible approach 

to the objectives stated in order to define a more resilient and universally accepted 

Community Energy Strategy for the UK, one that recognise and builds on the diversity 

of society specifically through more robust social objectives to support the technical and 

financial aspects of implementation.  A strategy that can offer “a truly transformative 
capitalism which places the market back into the hands of the people” (Julian & Dobson 

2012, p. 3, original emphasis). 
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5.1 Communities as Governance Platforms 

The practice of community empowerment is of increasing importance in modern 

democratic politics, with community engagement agendas becoming of increasing 

importance (typically being mandatory in many councils and local planning acts 

(Planning Legislation 2015)), and grass-roots/bottom-up approaches bringing new ideas 

and opportunities to all manners of developments and projects.  Governance by the 

people most directly involved in a project as opposed to simply those planning it from 

the top, stands to offer new opportunities for great harmony in project outcomes, as well 

as a smoother process of implementation, as per participation models in Arnstein 

(1969). 

 

Recognising that each community (in the self-identified format) has its own strengths 

and weaknesses, concerns and priorities, one can develop a strategy that allows for a 

more flexible approach in order to encourage and motivate its members to engage and 

build projects.  There must also be an acceptance that with this diversity of 

communities’ capacities (as per previous sections arguments), active involvement from 

the public sector and from government agents, will always be required in order to 

initiate change on projects of national significance.  This however should not be 

confused with pushing an agenda at the expense of alienating those it seeks to help 

(Arnstein 1969; ECC 2013).  In such instances, it is proposed that long-term support 

models are required to foster dialogue and create the capacity building programmes the 

community calls for, acknowledging that a blank slate may be the best approach – in 

other words, a fresh approach without the limitations of policy criteria.   

 

Tackling the sometimes seemingly insurmountable issue of climate change will require 

the active engagement of all sectors of society, and to echo what Mulugetta et al. (2010) 

discuss in their paper on carbon reduction at the community scale, the way the agenda 

on energy has been led to date requires a new form of involving citizens, one that will 

require political innovation since “a truly effective climate strategy involves 

marshalling an assortment of technical solutions at many levels, and under a range of 

governance structures” (Mulugetta, Jackson & van der Horst 2010, p. 7542).  There is 

recognition that while climate change and other national agendas may appear to be the 
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main driver of such government strategies, other social benefits become apparent to 

those communities involved including; developing capacity, new ways of learning, and 

providing a roadmap for other communities and how they might proceed (Bomberg & 

McEwen 2012; Haggett & Aitken 2015; Mulugetta, Jackson & van der Horst 2010).  

This self-governance that is sought in these communities then becomes an enabling 

action that demonstrates their capacity in other areas also, since the skills of 

mobilisation and community engagement are transferable to any other challenges a 

community may be facing.   

 

As Seyfang et al. (2013) draw attention to in their paper, it is important for government 

to recognise that communities acting alone have limitations, and support from external 

agencies along with improved and reliable support through policy measures, is 

necessary in order to foster successful achievement of objectives.  Furthermore their 

paper concludes that the recent shift in policy from “grant-funded projects to a more 

broad-based revenue-generating business model will have serious implications for 

projects in the sector” (Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013, p. 988). 

 

Community self-sufficiency is another issue addressed by Bomberg & McEwen (2012), 

as being a large driver of projects, in that communities seek to mobilise themselves 

around actions that provide them with independence and autonomy.   Action it was 

demonstrated, can be triggered  “precisely because groups felt ‘shut out’ by structural 

barriers [and so] they sought to mobilize [sic] locally, to ‘act where they 

can’.”(Bomberg & McEwen 2012, p. 440).  Thus exclusion can serve to motivate 

communities in a bid to establish themselves and create an identity.  Though this 

doesn’t imply that all communities will react similarly and of course, as per the 

arguments in the preceding chapters “for mobilization [sic] to occur in these instances 

some further, less tangible, resources are needed to help groups transcend barriers” 

(Bomberg & McEwen 2012, p. 440).  It does however provide encouragement that 

communities exist and have the grit to succeed despite obstacles.  

 

Nobel Prize winner Elinor Ostrom (2009) provides a general framework to how this 

aspect of governance could be best facilitated, giving suggestions on settings to 

encourage a more collaborative and cooperative experience with diverse organisations 
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and government regulations.  These are her broad characteristics of settings that will 

optimise cooperation in situations where social dilemmas exist in the context of climate 

change and behaviour change: 

1. Many of those affected have agreed on the need for changes in behavior [sic] and 

see themselves as jointly sharing responsibility for future outcomes.  

2. The reliability and frequency of information about the phenomena of concern are 

relatively high.  

3. Participants know who else has agreed to change behavior [sic] and that their 

conformance is being monitored.  

4. Communication occurs among at least subsets of participants. 

(Ostrom 2009, pp. 12–13) 

The above points provide a strong base for ensuring future policy measures are written 

with the people concerned kept at the forefront, for if (as per item number one) 

communities are uninterested in the threat as is discussed in section 4.4 – Community 

Priorities and Applicability, then moving forward toward a harmonious outcome it is 

believed would be decidedly less likely. 

 

In addressing the aspect of policy empowering local communities to address national 

objectives, of the person on the street feeling free to instigate change (Cameron 2010), it 

is also not simply about local being better.  This is something Catney et al. examine in 

the rhetoric of Big Society and community energy, where it is often assumed that “the 

local scale is both inherently more democratic, just or more effective than other scales 

of governance.” (Catney et al. 2014, p. 726).  A generalisation that this paper argues 

should also be avoided, and is best done so by ensuring the four points above by Ostrom 

are understood and applied. 

 

The strategy of empowering communities and giving them the opportunity to 

understand the aims and implications of a policy is understood as having the ability to 

engage and educate communities. By making the problem more real or closer to home 

through local generation and efficiency measures, and by having communities as active 

participants in this entire process, it is hoped these communities can see the role they 

play in the future of energy systems, and with that there comes a greater chance of 
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voluntary and self-initiated education on energy issues, of a push toward capacity 

building, of putting the public in charge of their resources, of diverse solutions, and 

ultimately of solid targeted action being taken (Bomberg & McEwen 2012; Catney et al. 

2014; DECC 2014, 2015; ECC 2013; Mulugetta, Jackson & van der Horst 2010; 

Seyfang, Park & Smith 2013).  To date there are many concerns that “supply has 

become disjointed from demand, leading to inefficient and irresponsible consumption” 

(Julian & Dobson 2012, p. 6), and narrowing the gap between generation and 

consumers is believed to be a strong method of resolving this. 

 

Perhaps not all communities will get to this stage, but the vision can be captured in the 

sentiment of one community activist: 

When the wind turbines go up, the idea is that the money is spent locally, kept local, 

very much focused on what local people want to happen. Who knows better than the 

people who live here what they need?  

(Interviewee in Bomberg & McEwen 2012, p. 442) 

Finally a strong and positive working definition moving forward comes from 

ResPublica, an independent, non-partisan UK think tank stating that community energy 

is something that should be “democratically accountable to community members and 

participants and may deliver a financial return to investors, or reinvest surplus profits 

back into the project and wider locality” (Julian & Dobson 2012, p. 2).  Their research 

on other models across Europe tells a positive narrative of what is possible in the UK: 

Community-owned models often reveal that when people have the opportunity to 

become shareholders and commissioners of their own energy, they become much 

more creative about the use of profit for public good.  

(Julian & Dobson 2012, p. 5) 
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5.2 Prosumers 

Attempts to address an unbalanced and unsustainable market have largely been 

approached in terms of widening consumer choice, ushering in new competition and 

breaking up supply. But such focus is missing the real opportunity, which is to change 

the market completely by encouraging consumers to become producers and owners of 

their energy.  

(Julian & Dobson 2012, p. 2, emphasis added) 

There is a growing and critical role that community energy can and will play in the 

coming energy revolution, that is one of being prosumers (Julian & Dobson 2012), 

playing a pivotal role in transitioning towards cleaner, more secure, and more reliable 

energy sources.  For communities that are struggling to enrol in the Community Energy 

Strategy of 2014, a re-examined and improved policy is required, with perhaps even an 

altogether fresh approach.  For these communities not actively engaged in community 

energy, a more hands on, state-supported and pushed approach may be what is 

necessary to ensure society progresses as a whole and issues of inequity and funding-

distribution are overcome.1 

                                                

 

 

 

 

1 For those more interested in hands on approaches, options such as cooperatives or 

mutuals do exist, for the common good of their members, with cooperatives being quite 

popular in energy schemes across the UK (DECC 2014; ECC 2013).  Mutuals are 

however different in that they exist solely for the benefit of the members, with no 
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Others would argue that more needs to simply be done to decouple power production 

and profits for the largest national energy producers (Julian & Dobson 2012).  What this 

paper aims to support is that each community has its own unique priorities and needs, 

but that this can be addressed in such a way as to ensure inclusive opportunities for all, 

that the government has the ability with its control of policy and regulations to 

“transform the energy market completely by encouraging passive consumers to become 

active producers and owners of their own energy supply” (Julian & Dobson 2012, p. 4). 

 

This theme relates to that argued in section 5.1 – Communities as Governance 

Platforms, in that it relates to a community’s responsibility toward energy use when it 

becomes the producer of such versus simply being a consumer.  The expectation is that 

as communities move toward patterns of energy production having historically been 

energy consumers, their behavioural patterns will change (Mulugetta, Jackson & van 

der Horst 2010).  Mulugetta et al. (2010) explain that this deviates from standard policy 

approaches, whereby financial penalties or price incentives are used as a form of 

incentive to motivate behaviour change, though they argue it tends not to lead to the 

                                                                                                                                          

 

 

 

 

external shareholders or dividends to be paid – these are another option for projects 

where the service provision is to be the sole benefit and reason for the project (i.e. 

mutuals do not target large profits). 
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deeper changes required when addressing challenges as multiple and complex as 

climate change and carbon reduction.  Engaging and allowing the community to come 

up with its own revenue generating solutions can help tackle an assortment of issues 

including fuel poverty, carbon emissions and energy costs (ECC 2013). 

 

By allowing communities move beyond simple engagement and calls for feedback on 

government planned projects, by putting the opportunity to generate revenue and fund 

future projects back in communities’ control, this allows for a more rewarding and 

democratic experience of self-sufficiency, opening up the energy market for all (ECC 

2013).  Ultimately this small action of prosumers, can amount to larger effects on the 

broader system level “achieving incremental economic change to the entire supply and 

demand process” (Julian & Dobson 2012, p. 2).  Of importance is the fact that the 

current model of a feed-in-tariff (FiT) is not unpopular, in fact Julian & Dobson (2012, 

p. 4),  report that “there is no lack of appetite among ordinary people to become energy 

producers”, however the way the FiT is structured is such that: 

the microgeneration market has so far disproportionately benefited larger private 

providers, who can attract commercial loans, and individual homeowners with the 

finance to invest in their properties. 

(Julian & Dobson 2012, p. 4) 

This is the challenge the government must overcome in its next approach to community 

energy, ensuring it truly reaches its intended audience – the ordinary people. 

5.3 Coordination 

The government stands to increase efficiency, efficacy and potential of its policies with 

more robust and coordinated efforts – cooperation and support between various energy 

and local government departments is urgently needed, as well as improved facilitation 

through financial and tax processes are required in order to ensure the success of 

complex energy policies (Julian & Dobson 2012).  This would understandably save on 

overall efforts and coordination, as well as miscommunication between various state 

agencies and the associated bureaucratic complexities silo-style operations create.  

ResPublica drew attention to this with previous analysis of the 2010 Community Energy 

Policy: 
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While DECC has committed resources to its ‘community energy’ and decentralisation 

programme via grants, loans and resource investment, these are currently neither 

central to the department’s overall strategy nor afforded joined-up focus across 

government.  

(Julian & Dobson 2012, p. 13) 

Simplified coordination would also make interacting with the strategy simpler for 

community members, such that the numerous obstacles and barriers outlined previously, 

would become more manageable, requiring less intensive efforts, skills and time in 

order that communities would be able to navigate the processes in a smoother way, thus 

encouraging greater interest, initiative and uptake of the strategy. 

 

A more standard process, one made more transparent and more simply shared across 

departments and communities, would allow for easier replication, sharing and dispersal 

in knowledge networks.  This would ultimately make changes, updates and the 

evolution of policy documents a more fluid process.  
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6 CONCLUSION 

In the introduction of this thesis, a claim was made that the UK government, through its 

Community Energy Strategy, has engineered an elitist policy that further entrenches 

socio-economic divides and does little to advance the climate change mitigation agenda 

and energy security.  This paper thus set out to explore and address the most significant 

shortcomings of the Community Energy Strategy through a critical policy review.   

 

This research had many objectives; the preliminary purpose having been to provide a 

broad overview of the current policy and system of community energy in the UK, as 

well as exploring the role community energy can play in addressing climate change and 

tackling energy security. The main body of work included specific objectives to 

determine and examine in greater detail the oversights and socio-economic implications 

of the community energy policy in the political context of Big Society.  This was tackled 

from two main perspectives, firstly through looking at how the policy was applied in 

real life community groups and projects, and secondly by examining the inherent issues 

within the policy document.  Finally, in order that this research serves a larger purpose, 

the final aim was to suggest improvements to policy makers or local agencies, or indeed 

promote further (academic) study of this topic. 
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Thus returning to the claim that his paper set out to address, it is argued that though the 

UK government’s Community Energy Strategy works to address urgent and crucial 

issues of climate change and energy security, the structure of its policy has been built in 

such a way as to exclude sections of society with less favourable socio-economic 

circumstances; overlooking issues of social justice and resource disparity, to the 

detriment of the rights and long-term needs of its citizens.  With much scope for 

improvement to rectify and rewrite this policy, outlined below are the chief thematic 

conclusions drawn from the examinations within this paper: 

Objectives  

Stronger, clearer and yet also more flexible objectives and criteria are required in order 

to ensure community energy targets are both achievable and of practical benefit to the 

communities for whom they are geared.  Existing policy focuses on measurable aims 

such as financial targets and energy metrics (e.g. energy cost savings, megawatts added 

to the grid), though it is concluded in this research that improved and alternative 

outlines of the added value being sought are more appropriate, when dealing with such 

large scale and diverse project teams.   

Flexibility 

Flexibility is of high importance, since as highlighted through each argument of this 

thesis, communities and their members have different needs, attributes, and available 

opportunities.  A lack of flexibility in how a plan is operated can result in poor project 

or funding uptake (with highly structured or complex processes acting as deterrents to 

public uptake), as well as underperforming projects struggling to follow the restrictions 

and conditions set by government at the outset, despite the natural evolution of a project 

from conception to completion. 

Diversity 

Communities and people, as well as the projects and regions they encompass, cover a 

wide variety of geographic, social and economic contexts, therefore it is best when a 

policy recognises and supports such diversity.  Following from the previous point 

regarding flexibility, a policy that ignores the diversity of the community groups it 

seeks to help by developing identical solutions for all, serves to undermine itself from 

the outset.  Noted again is the importance of flexibility and adaptability, more 
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specifically with regard to recognising diversity at the more granular level of people and 

their skills, as this underscores the importance of ensuring that policy is socially just. 

Rhetoric 

This next point concerns how politics and policies can be damaging when scripted in 

such a way as to draw excessively on familiar and positive terms, such as community 

and people powering change (DECC 2014). The reality of the Community Energy 

Strategy was a fractured one, and the repeated speeches on Big Society and community 

led to public disenchantment regarding these terms.  This may lead to long-standing 

negative effects for political parties, such as a lack of apparent continuity with policies 

(constantly having to rename and popularise them), and also prejudice toward certain 

policies or government efforts.  Care must be taken to gauge the on the ground 

acceptance of any measures. 

Holistic Thinking 

Energy policy is neither a stand-alone entity nor the single solution to the UK’s 

objectives concerning climate change and energy security.  All policies should be 

examined in the larger framework of existing policies, of upcoming changes, and of the 

public’s appetite and capacity for change and development.   

Disparity 

Concerning funding options, due to the typically complex structure of such schemes, 

existing groups have an advantage navigating the funding process due to experience and 

existing contacts.  More must be done to assist new project teams in on-boarding and 

educating community members on the systems and processes in place, in order that 

deterrents such as bureaucracy are not the reason for limited project uptake.   

Communication Channels 

Ensuring that policies are broadcast in such a way as to gather awareness and 

momentum behind such large-scale strategies is crucial.  New means and channels of 

engaging, educating and distributing support are available and should be utilised, in 

order that policies such as community energy reach the broadest of audiences, 

improving uptake and understanding.  
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Global Focus 

Even regional policies undergo the scrutiny of the global spotlight, and so identifying 

best practices and case-study projects that can be adapted to the UK setting is crucial.  

Care must be taken to ensure that lessons are gleaned from all corners of the globe, to 

avoid an insular focus on national agendas.   

Assumptions 

In some ways, the majority of these conclusions could be classified under one heading: 

assumptions.  The UK government could be seen as having made assumptions regarding 

the capacity, willingness, and general interest in communities engaging in and building 

projects to tackle items on the national agenda.  Of course there are benefits for these 

communities, however, whether these benefits warrant the work involved and 

navigating the bureaucratic processes as they stand, is yet to be seen. Initial academic 

research leads to the conclusion that more can be done to tackle such assumptions and 

engage a larger section of society. 
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6.1 Limitations 

Given the scope and limited time for this paper, a review of all historical and current 

versions of energy policy was not possible.  Given that the UK is comprised of England, 

Scotland and Wales, examining policy at each additional local level of government was 

not feasible in the context of this research, and so this thesis chose to focus on the 

higher level UK government policy. 

6.2 Further Research 

Further study is required on how the government should differentiate policy approaches 

between socio-economic groups in its roadmap to achieving increased renewables and 

energy security.  This paper calls for a renewed assessment of the viability of certain 

community empowerment projects marketed as positive, pro-citizen approaches, given 

the reality of a hierarchical society requiring different levels and types of support, 

including top-down assistance.  Useful would be an examination of projects that 

registered interest in community energy programmes in the early days and never made it 

past the point of application.  Although identifying such groups would be difficult, they 

would provide useful information regarding the factors that prevent groups engaging in 

community energy. Thus they could help determine new ways of structuring and 

targeting such strategies. 

 

Communities that have engaged in any sort of partnerships with suppliers or 

contractors, instead of having taken on a community energy project directly themselves 

would warrant interviews and a qualitative study also.  This would be useful in order to 

understand better what capacity building is required to bridge this skill or knowledge 

gap.  Finally an examination of funding and how it has been allocated and whether there 

is abuse of this funding by private developers is also proposed.  It is important to 

determine how such schemes could be better monitored and regulated, in order that the 

money goes to the financially disadvantaged communities who stand to benefit most 

from energy cost savings. 
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