Submission to the Victorian
Community Renewable Energy
Projects: PiLoR and Planning Issues
Discussion Paper Consultation
Community Power Agency

1. Introduction
Thank you for the opportunity to provide a submission to the Victorian Community
Renewable Energy: PiLoR and Planning Issues Discussion Paper consultation. Firstly, we
would like to congratulate the Victorian Government on its leadership in setting an ambitious,
but achievable 40% renewable energy target for the state by 2025 and its active interest in
enabling communities to participate and benefit in this important transition.
In our submission we focus on the question of how to identify a community renewable energy
project. The experience and knowledge we bring to bear on this question is significant.
Specifically, we draw on:
● International study tours conducted by three Community Power Agency Directors Nicky Ison, Jarra Hicks and Franziska Mey. These study trips have taken place
across the UK, Denmark, Germany, Austria, the US, Canada and of course Australia.
● Extensive, targeted research including two PhDs into community energy.
● Working directly with more than 25 Australian community energy groups for the past
six years and coordination of the Coalition for Community Energy which now has 80
member organisations.
● Our peer-reviewed publications and knowledge of the most up to date community
energy theory.

1.1 About us
The Community Power Agency (CPA) was established in 2011 to grow a vibrant
community energy sector in Australia. We work to support Victorian and other Australian
communities to establish community renewable energy projects through the provision of
resources, advice, training, workshops and mentoring. We also have significant experience
in policy design and implementation to stimulate community energy. Examples include
helping the NSW Government design their community energy policy, being part of the
development of the National Community Energy Strategy and playing a review and
assessment role in all of the ACT Government’s Reverse Auctions.

|1

1.2 Submission content
In this submission we draw significantly on content from an academic article, Navigating
between motivations, theory and the practical realities of community renewable energy (in
press), recently completed Community Power Agency Founding Directors Jarra Hicks and
Nicky Ison. The article explores a number of the questions posed in the Discussion Paper
and forms a more detailed analysis and justification for the recommendations included below.
The article is provided as an Appendix to the submission.
We also draw on the findings of Jarra Hick’s PhD (Hicks 2016)1 research,
http://www.law.unsw.edu.au/profile/jarra-hicks.

1.3 Summary of Recommendations
Recommendation 1: We strongly recommend that community renewable energy (CRE)
projects be defined differently to other forms of energy generation.
Recommendation 2: Rather than a singular definition of community renewable energy that
seeks to place static bounds on CRE, we recommend guidelines for analysing the process
and outcome characteristics of a renewable project to determine whether it has sufficient
‘community’ characteristics to be considered a genuine CRE project.
Recommendation 3: That the following seven features be considered as the basis for the
defining characteristics of community energy:
1. Actors
2. Ownership and decision making
3. Project foundation
4. Surplus
5. Scale
6. Community engagement practices
7. Partnerships, contributions from local businesses, contractors, organisations
Recommendation 4: That DELWP adopt and test the methodology outlined in this
submission for assessing whether a renewable energy project is a community renewable
energy project.
Recommendation 5: We strongly recommend that the size (MWs) of a renewable energy
project is not used as the single defining feature for community renewable energy.
Recommendation 6: Community-developer partnerships should be considered community
renewable energy projects.

1

Hicks, J. (2016) Community Power: Understanding the contribution of community-owned
wind energy projects in small regional communities. PhD Thesis in process, Faculty of Law,
University of New South Wales. Jarra.Hicks@student.unsw.edu.au.
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1.4 Contacts
Jarra Hicks jarra@cpagency.org.au 0401 952 805
Nicky Ison nicky@cpagency.org.au 0402 034 580

2. Response to Section 2: How to define Community
Renewable Energy Projects
2.1 Should community renewable energy projects be defined
differently to other types of energy generation projects?
2.1.1 Defining community renewable energy
Recommendation 1: We strongly recommend that community renewable energy (CRE)
projects be defined differently to other forms of energy generation.
CRE has a number of features which centre around how specific communities (of place and
interest) participate in and benefit from a renewable energy development in substantial ways.
Where one draws the line of ‘substantive’ is the key policy challenge that we seek to address
through this submission.
The Coalition for Community Energy defines community energy as:
“The wide range of ways that communities can develop, deliver and benefit from
sustainable energy. It can involve supply-side projects such as renewable energy
installations, and storage, and demand-side projects such as community education,
energy efficiency and demand management. Community energy can even include
community-based approaches to selling or distributing energy.”
National Community Energy Strategy, 20152

This definition has emerged on the basis of several national studies of community energy in
Australia at present. We are confident it encapsulates current community energy activity.
Community renewable energy can be considered a subset of the broader community energy
definition, relating to projects involving renewable energy technologies such as solar PV,
wind, bioenergy etc. However, we recognise that this definition is (intentionally) broad and
does not necessarily help to distinguish or assess the defining features of a community
renewable energy project from other forms of development.
From our research and experience, it is evident that CRE activity is that is encapsulates a
diverse range of projects. Thus, there is no single defining feature of CRE and any means of
distinguishing it needs to take into account the multiple possible forms it can legitimately

2

http://c4ce.net.au/nces/the-nce-strategy/introduction/
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take. As we argue in the aforementioned article, CRE encompasses “different technologies
and scales of deployment in a range of ownership structures and policy contexts, involving
many actors and their various motivations” And that “ this is a reflection of the differing
communities and contexts from which the field, and each individual project, has grown
(Warren & McFadyen 2010). This diversity can be seen as an inherent strength of CRE:
something that makes it malleable and responsive and thus able to be developed in
contextually appropriate ways” (Hicks and Ison 2016, p.2-4, 6).
The key thesis behind our article is that there are stronger and weaker manifestations of
CRE projects, depending on how many of the community energy characteristics a particular
project displays. In turn, each of these characteristics can be thought of as a spectrum, with
weaker or stronger forms. We talk through these characteristics in the following section.
Recommendation 2: Rather than a singular definition of community renewable energy
that seeks to place static bounds on CRE, we recommend guidelines for analysing the
process and outcome characteristics of a renewable project to determine whether it
has sufficient ‘community’ characteristics to be considered a genuine CRE project.
We think it is important to note that the parameters for defining and assessing CRE chosen
by DELWP will depend on what the Department wants CRE to achieve as its outcomes. By
setting parameters, DELWP can particularly encourage certain behaviours or features in
CRE projects for example education, awareness, use of local contractors, flow on effects on
pro-environmental behaviour, support for the renewable energy transition etc. As outlined
below, many of the unique benefits made possible through CRE are forms of increased
community support for and benefit from renewable energy development. If these outcomes
are the ones DELWP wishes to encourage through CRE, the features that lead to these
outcomes must be given attention in the chosen methodology to assess if a project is a CRE
project.

2.1.2 What are the defining characteristics of community renewable energy
projects?
Community energy projects are often defined by the benefits that they deliver, above and
beyond a typical energy generation project. For example, Figure 1 outlines the benefits that
CPA has found to be associated with community renewable energy projects (Hicks and Ison
2016, p. 7-9). It is worth noting, however, that CRE projects will generally deliver some,
rather than all, of these benefits.
Embark Community Energy Wiki identifies the key and unique benefits of CRE projects as
being:
● Public acceptance
● The financial benefits stay in the community
● Community empowerment
● Educational benefits
● Bridging the gap between individual and utility-scale responses
● Small projects often lead to larger ones
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Figure 1: Motivations driving community renewable energy projects, which were often also
reported as benefits emerging from the project.

The challenge of a benefits-based approach to defining CRE, however, is that the proof is in
the pudding. While a number of benefits come from the process or way a renewable energy
project is developed, many are delivered through the ongoing operation of the renewable
energy asset.This obviously does not align with the need, from a planning perspective, to
identify a project as CRE or not early in the project development process, before all of these
outcomes have had a chance to be delivered.
As a more workable means of delineating CRE, we have identified seven key characteristics
or features of a renewable energy project and 10 associated spectrums that we believe
would be useful for DELWP to consider.
Recommendation 3: That the following seven features be considered as the basis for
the defining characteristics of community energy:
1. Actors
2. Ownership and decision making
3. Project foundation
4. Surplus
5. Scale
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6. Community engagement practices
7. Partnerships, contributions from local businesses, contractors, organisations
1. Actors - The actors who drive forward a community renewable energy project play a
critical role in determining its ‘community’ nature. The following two spectrums get to the
heart of the community in a community renewable energy project:
●

Spectrum 1: Who are the actors that comprise the desired ‘community’ of a CRE
project?

In this spectrum we suggest that a community of locality more strongly embodies a
community energy project than a community of interest and that individuals rather than
organisations are slightly more critical to the community aspect. See Hicks and Ison 2016, p.
11-12 for more detail.
●

Spectrum 2: How many local actors are involved (e.g. as shareholders, members
and active volunteers/staff)?

In this spectrum we suggest that community energy projects are stronger the more local
actors they have involved, as this increases the reach of the project and its potential to act as
a genuine means of involving and benefiting local people in renewable energy development
(Hicks 2016).
2. Ownership & Decision-making - Who is involved in decision-making, and which group of
actors hold a controlling interest, are fundamental aspects of a CRE project’s ownership and
governance structure. In particular, they are critical to understanding how much community
control is embedded within a CRE project.
●

Spectrum 3: Distribution of voting rights & balance of decision-making power.
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In this spectrum we suggest that democratic decision making associated with one vote per
actor is more strongly community oriented than one vote per share or one actor having all the
decision making power. For more detail see Hicks and Ison p.12-13.
●

Spectrum 4: Percentage of local ownership / investment

In this spectrum we suggest that a higher percentage of local ownership/investment
constitutes a stronger approach to CRE.
3. Project foundation - How the renewable energy project started, who drove it forward in
the early stages and for what reasons forms the foundation of a project and becomes
embedded in how a project develops.
●

Spectrum 5: Who drove the initial stages of the project’s development?

In this spectrum we suggest a project initiated by a group or individual local to the project
location is more strongly a community approach than an outsider developer or business
proposing a project.
4. Surplus - There are two types of surplus that can be created in a community renewable
energy project - electricity and money. A fundamental question for a CRE project is who
benefits from this surplus.
●

Spectrum 6: Percentage of surplus going to community benefit (e.g. as cheaper
electricity, community grants). Note that this spectrum does not include the surplus
going to shareholders (local or otherwise).

In this spectrum we suggest that a higher percentage going to wider community benefit the
more strongly community the renewable energy project. It is important to note, however, that
not all CRE projects generate a financial surplus, and such project must not be penalised for
this. See Hicks and Ison 2016 p. 12-13 for more detail.
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The distribution of surplus and who it benefits from it is closely related to ownership (features
#2 above), as one of the forms of distributing surplus is providing a dividend or bill credit to
the owner/members of a project. We consider this to be covered in Spectrum 4.
5. Scale - How the size and scale of the project is integrated with local aspirations and local
landscape/ streetscape is an important consideration. One thing to consider is how the
generation capacity of the technology compares to local electricity demand (e.g. an
aspiration to be a zero net energy town or 100% renewable energy). Here, the community of
locality is of particular importance, as they are the hosts of the technology. See hicks and
Ison 2016 p.14-15 for more detail.
●

Spectrum 7: This spectrum represents choices around the scale of the project and
how this relates to the local community and to their motivations

In this spectrum we suggest that to be a CRE project, the scale needs to be matched with
local views on what is appropriate and desirable.
6. Community engagement practice - Community engagement is crucial to the process
element of CRE as it is a key means through which members of the project community are
involved in the initiation, development and operation of a project (Hicks 2016; Walker &
Devine-Wright 2007; Bomberg & McEwen 2012). See also Hicks and Ison 2016 p.15-16.
●

Spectrum 8: Levels of engagement - diversity, consistency & longevity of community
engagement practices.

In this spectrum we suggest that a renewable energy project that employs a diverse range of
community engagement methods, does engagement consistently and often throughout the
life of the project, and starts early on in the project is more strongly a community energy
project than one that engages with the community infrequently and using a limited set of
methods (Hicks 2016). Many of the social benefits from CRE are built up over time as
opportunities are provided for people to form relationships with each other and the
technology (Hicks 2016).
7. Partnerships, contributions from local businesses, contractors, organisations - One
of the benefits that is often described with CRE projects is the greater use of local labor and
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knowledge and the associated jobs and economic benefits this delivers. In addition, CRE
projects often form partnerships with other local organisations (e.g. education providers,
aboriginal and conservation groups), which helps to integrate the project in the community
and build understanding of the technology (Hicks 2016).
●

Spectrum 9: Number of local businesses and organisations involved in the project (as
more than shareholders)

In this Spectrum we propose that a higher number of local organisations and contractors
involved in the project constitutes a stronger CRE project.
●

Spectrum 10: Dollar value spent locally as a % of project costs

In this Spectrum we propose that a higher percentage of the project costs spent locally
constitutes a stronger community renewable energy project.

2.1.3 A methodology for defining community renewable energy projects
Having identified some defining characteristics or features of CRE in the spectrums above,
Community Power Agency has developed a proposed methodology for assessing whether a
renewable energy project should be eligible for CRE status and associated treatment within
the planning system.
Specifically, we propose a two-part assessment methodology. First, a qualitative and
quantitative assessment of performance for each of the key features outlined in the section
above (actors, ownership and decision-making, surplus, etc). Second, collating the features
to determine the project’s overall performance - the strength to which is can be considered a
genuine community project when these key aspects are brought together.
Part 1: For each key feature project applicants would undertake a quantitative and qualitative
assessment:
Quantitative: Renewable energy projects would be assessed along a spectrum with
five criteria to determine where along the spectrum a project sits. Where possible the
criteria will be qualitative. This will help determine how weakly or strongly community
energy it is in this dimension of the project. The spectrums above are examples.
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Qualitative: Project applicants would provide a short description of how the
nominated placement on the spectrum was achieved, why the specific approach was
taken and the outcomes achieved. This will act to qualify the placement on the
spectrum, as well as flag potential discrepancies between the applicant’s
interpretation of the spectrum and its intended use. This could be in response to
prompting questions.
Table 1 below provides a list of suggested prompting questions that DELWP could use as
the basis for this process, in addition to the spectrums listed in Section 2.1.2 above.
Part 2: The results of Part 1 are then brought together to determine a “footprint” or a “score”
of a renewable energy projects which indicates the degree of community participation and
benefit. This could be done in one of two ways:
Option 1 - Collate the spectrums into a web or radar diagram. Each of the spectrums
forms a radial arm of the web, with the weaker community orientation end of the
spectrum in the center of the web. A minimum coverage would be required to ‘pass’
as a CRE project. Box 2 provides an example of how this method could work.
Option 2 - Collate the results from each spectrum into a score. Using a multi-criteria
decision analysis approach3, each spectrum can be weighted based on how
important the feature or spectrum is to defining whether a project is a CRE project.
The score from each spectrum can then be multiplied by the weighting and added
together to give a final score. A minimum score would be required to ‘pass’ as a
community renewable energy project eligible for treatment by the planning system as
a community project.
It is essential that these quantitative approaches be accompanied by an analysis of the
qualitative information provided.

3

See Ison, 2009 for a preliminary description of how multi-criteria analysis can be used in relation to
community energy. Ison, N. (2009), Overcoming Technical Knowledge Barriers to Community Energy
Projects in Australia, Honours Thesis, School of Civil and Environmental Engineering, University of
New South Wales, Sydney. http://cpagency.org.au/resources/authored-by-the-community-poweragency/
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Table 1: CRE Spectrums and prompt questions
Feature

Spectrums

Prompt questions

Actors*

Who are the actors that comprise the desired
‘community’ of a CRE project?

Describe why you located your project at this place on the
spectrum, please provide supporting evidence.

How many local actors are involved (as
shareholders, members and active volunteers/staff)?

In what ways is the project a ‘community’ project?

Distribution of voting rights & balance of decisionmaking power.

Describe why you located your project at this place on the
spectrum, please provide supporting evidence. This might
include both formal (e.g. voting at AGMs) and informa (e.g.
community workshops) decision-making.

Decision Making and
Ownership*

Percentage of local ownership / investment

How do you define ‘community’ and how is this assessed in
the project’s membership/ shareholding application process?

What types of opportunities have there been for group
discussion and deliberation?
How have the local community been involved in project
design?
How has community feedback and involvement influenced
project design?
Project Foundation

Who drove the initial stages of the project
development?

Describe why you located your project at this place on the
spectrum, please provide supporting evidence.
What’s was the original purpose or motivation behind this
project?

Surplus**

Percentage of surplus going to community benefit
(e.g. as cheaper electricity, grants). Note that this is

Describe why you located your project at this place on the
spectrum, please provide supporting evidence.
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beyond that going to local shareholders

Who benefits from the project?
Why is this important to the project?

Scale

What was the key decision criteria around scale of
technology?

Describe why you located your project at this place on the
spectrum, please provide supporting evidence.
How does this project integrates with local aspirations and the
local landscape/ streetscape?

Community
engagement practice

Levels of engagement - diversity, consistency &
longevity of community engagement practices.

Describe why you located your project at this place on the
spectrum, please provide supporting evidence.
Please describe the range of community engagement
practices used.
What is the role/ purpose/ importance of community
engagement in the project?
Tell us about a significant event in the life of the project that
might give a snapshot of the nature of the project.

Partnerships,
contributions from
local businesses,
contractors,
organisations

Number of local businesses and organisations
involved in the project
Dollar value spent locally as a % of project costs

Describe why you located your project at this place on the
spectrum, please provide supporting evidence. For example,
letters of support or contracts as evidence.
Describe the of type of relationships and outcomes/ benefits
they have delivered.
If there have been few such relationships, explain why (e.g.
remote or very small community).

*NOTE: analysis of actors and decision-making will reveal who hold majority decision-making power in the project.
** NOTE: this section must include a way of recognising if the project generates little or no surplus and not penalising them for this fact.
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Box 1: Example
In this example two hypothetical case studies are compared according to the degree to which
they meet CRE characteristics, as analysed through the spectrums and collated into a web
diagram. To create the diagram, each spectrum has been allocated a range from 1 to 5, with 5
being the strongest community outcomes (on the left of the spectrums and outside of the web)
and 1 being the weakest community outcomes (on the right of the spectrums and inside of the
web). The grading can be seen in the table below, which forms the basis for creating the web
diagram, which visually represents the ‘community’ coverage of the two case studies. The larger
the footprint of the case study, the more strong community oriented it is, bearing more
opportunities for community participation and benefit. We can see that Case Study 1 is a
stronger form of CRE than Case Study 2.

Case
study 1

Case
study 2

Spectrum 1: Who are the actors that comprise the desired ‘community’ of a CRE project?

5

1

Spectrum 2: How many local actors are involved (e.g. as shareholders, members and active
volunteers/staff)?

5

3

Spectrum 3: Distribution of voting rights & balance of decision-making power.

5

2

Spectrum 4: Percentage of local ownership / investment

4

1.5

Spectrum 5: Who drove the initial stages of the project’s development?

5

2

Spectrum 6: Percentage of surplus going to community benefit (e.g. as cheaper electricity,
community grants).

3

2

Spectrum 7: Choices around the scale of the project and how this relates to the local community
and to their motivations.

3

1

Spectrum 8: Levels of engagement - diversity, consistency & longevity of community
engagement practices.

5

4

Spectrum 9: Number of local businesses and organisations involved in the project (as more than
shareholders)

5

2

Spectrum 10: Dollar value spent locally as a % of project costs

4

2
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Case study 1 is a 6MW wind farm initiated by local people and owned by 700 people (75% of
whom are locals) through a public company structure. They have chosen to allocate voting
rights democratically, to ensure local people retain decision making power regardless of their
level of investment. They distribute 50% of profits as returns to shareholders and 50% goes to a
local community grants fund. The development process has been focused on providing many,
different opportunities for engagement and building relationships with other local organisations
and businesses, for example to deliver education programs and events at the wind farm site.
This case study has actively sought locally supplied goods and services and has been able to
source 35% of project value locally.
Case study 2 is a community-developer partnership in which a local cooperative owns a 15%
stake in a company set up to own a 20MW solar farm. The project was initiated by an
international solar developer with the support of local people; 400 people from the local area
and further afield are co-owners in the cooperative. Voting rights in the solar farm parent
company are allocated per share, meaning the cooperative only has a small share of voting and
decision-making power in the solar farm. However, a commitment to early and quality
community engagement meant there has been opportunities for the local community to have
significant input into the project design, while the scale of the project has been determined by
maximising the economic opportunities of the site. Each year, 5% of the solar farm’s profits are
distributed as benefits for the local community, through education partnerships, installing solar
on local not-for-profit’s roofs and a community grant fund. While efforts were made to use local
contractors and services, in the end the most competitive tenders were mostly from larger
companies further afield. Hence, only 10% of project costs were spent locally.
Recommendation 4: That DELWP adopt and test the methodology above for assessing
whether a renewable energy project is a community renewable energy project.
Community Power Agency is happy to provide additional material to assist with this, if this is the
chosen way forward. We respond to the specific questions posed by DELWP around particular
models or features of CRE in Section 2.2.

2.1.4 Benefits and risks
What might the benefits to your community and Victoria be if community renewable
energy projects were defined differently to other renewable energy projects?
Community energy has a range of additional benefits to standard energy or renewable energy
projects, including those suggested in the Discussion Paper such as communities having better
control over their energy requirements, reducing emissions, create jobs, etc.
Section 2.1.2 above details a range of possible benefits of community renewable energy
projects, including some not identified in the Discussion Paper.
Currently, community energy projects are hard to get across the line and make financially viable
as we discuss in two other submissions to the Victorian Government:
● Victorian Parliamentary Inquiry into community energy http://www.parliament.vic.gov.au/images/stories/committees/eejsc/Submission_92__C4CE_Coalition_for_Community_Energy_10102016.pdf
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●

Victorian Renewable Energy Auction Scheme - http://cpagency.org.au/wpcontent/uploads/2016/09/201609-Joint-submission-to-the-Victorian-Renewable-EnergyAuction-Scheme-Consultation.pdf

If CRE energy projects are defined differently and are subsequently eligible for easier or less
costly regulatory and planning approval pathways, the Victorian Government is recognising the
unique value proposition of CRE by making it easier for renewable energy projects that deliver
more community benefits. This in turn will (ideally) stimulate greater uptake in CRE approaches
to renewable energy development, thus contribution to the broader transition to renewable
energy. Though we note that as recommended in the submissions above CRE projects are
unlikely to happen at scale without additional policy interventions by the Victorian Government
such as grant funding and establishing community powerhouses.
What might the risks to your community and Victoria be if community renewable energy
were defined differently to other renewable energy projects?
There is a very real risk of “community-washing”, where commercial developers or charlatans
claim to be developing a community renewable energy project, but in reality are doing so with
little community participation and benefit. For example, projects who might seek the community
label by virtue of being a small or mid-scale development or offering a small percentage of the
project as a local investment stake.
The risks of misuse of the CRE brand could lead to government subsiding industry in
unintended ways, without reaping the unique benefits desired from genuine CRE projects. It
could also lead to mistrust in the community and a squeezing out of genuine CRE projects, who
will always find it hard to compete with commercial counterparts for lack of specialised skills and
access to capital.
We believe the methodology proposed in Section 2.1.3 above would ameliorate these concerns,
if applied robustly, with sufficient scrutiny.

2.2 Specifics of what the definition should address
In the Consultation Discussion Paper a number of specific questions are set out. In this section
we seek to respond to them.
Should the definition of a community wind farm include its capacity (MW) or its number of
turbines? If so, what capacity and what number of turbines, and why? If not, what might be
better characteristics for the definition?
As we outlined in Section 2.1 size and scale could be one factor in considering the definition of
a community renewable energy project.
Recommendation 5: We strongly recommend that the size (MWs) of a renewable energy
project is not used as the single defining feature for community renewable energy.
It is true that in general community projects are smaller sale and defining CRE as small scale
would be simple. However, it is also prohibitive of innovation and restrictive for communities
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who strive to pursue larger projects. What is appropriate and what is viable will be different in
different places. What is most important in terms of a community project is whether or not local
people have been involved in making the decisions and informing the design of the project to
ensure it is appropriate for that place and community. Note that here the local community is a
crucial stakeholder, regardless of whether the project also involved a broader community of
interest.
How important to the definition is the degree of community ownership and are there better
measures to define a community renewable energy project?
As outlined in Section 2.1.2 we believe community ownership is an important factor in
considering how to define CRE. However, we think it is important not to be prescriptive about
what legal structure or form a CRE project uses. Also community-financed rather than
community-owned, should be considered as part of the spectrum. For example, the Lismore
Community Solar Farms are not owned by community members, but rather financed by the
community and owned by the local council. We think this is a valid approach to a community
renewable energy project, though perhaps slightly weaker than full ownership.
In addition, we would encourage majority local ownership as a strong form of CRE.
Should community-developer partnerships be considered as community renewable energy
projects?
Recommendation 6: Community-developer partnerships should be considered
community renewable energy projects.
Community-developer partnership are an important part of the community renewable energy
mix. They are typically weaker versions of CRE projects, however they are valid and an
extremely important part of the community energy landscape. Indeed, they offer significant
benefits associated with ease of implementation, economies of scale and increased deployment
of community renewable energy and are key ways that community participation in renewable
energy uptake will occur and thereby deliver benefits of increased support and local financial
benefit.
Further we note that particularly with respect to larger CRE projects such as a community wind
farm, no community energy group is likely to deliver projects without the support of a developer.
Instead, it is a question of who drives the project, where the benefits flow and how much
decision making power the community has. To this end, community-developer partnerships
would sit closer to the right hand-side of a number of the spectrums outlined in Section 2.1.2,
but with sufficient community benefit and engagement would be considered CRE projects.
Should the percentage of community ownership in a community-developer partnership be
specified, and are there other ways to define them to ensure they are genuine communitydeveloper partnerships?
We believe that there can be benefits from community-developer partnerships even where the
level of community ownership is very low (e.g. 2-10%). Here we would recommend reviewing
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the community ownership component according to the methodologies above and that
government support and subsidies apply to the community ownership component of the project.

3. Response to Sections 3 & 4
3.1 Response to section 3: PiLoR issues
On this matter we are in full support of the Hepburn Wind, Coalition for Community Energy and
Embark submissions.

3.2 Response to section 4: Planning Issues
On this matter we are in full support of the Hepburn Wind, Coalition for Community Energy and
Embark submissions. However we particularly note that the blanket bans should be removed
other than those in place for environmental projection reasons (aka national parks and Ramsar
sites).
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Appendix A: Navigating between motivations, theory and the practical
realities of community renewable energy - Draft
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Abstract
Community renewable energy (CRE) is of increasing interest to academics, policy makers,
industry and community actors involved in the transition to renewable energy (RE) for a
multitude of reasons. Energy Policy has published articles exploring the definitions, motivations,
forms, outcomes and theories associated with CRE since 2008, including seminal pieces by
Walker and Devine-Wright (2008) and Seyfang et al. (2013). CRE has proven to be a diverse
field: having emerged in many different contexts and driven by a range of motivators it
encapsulates a diversity of technological, organisational, economic and social features.
Developing a working definition of CRE has been difficult given the diversity of forms, processes
and outcomes it covers. Rather than a single definition, we propose a set of conceptual tools
and classifications for thinking about the nuanced field of CRE. These tools position the diverse
practices present within a sample of 26 CRE projects along continua that reflect different
enactments of, and emphases on, ‘community’ in project initiation, development, ownership and
operation. Having emerged from reflective practice using an action research methodology, we
envision these tools to be of use to academics, practitioners and policy makers in their pursuit to
understand, support and grow community approaches to RE.
* Corresponding author: Jarra.Hicks@unsw.edu.au

1. Introduction
Globally there are now many thousands of operating community renewable energy (CRE)
projects, ranging from small scale ‘behind the meter’ solar in Australia to community-run
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renewable energy (RE) mini-grids in Scotland; bioenergy villages in Germany to wind guilds in
Denmark. In some countries, such as Germany, the USA and Scotland, CRE is contributing
significantly to regional economies (Entwistle et al. 2014; Allan 2014; Lantz & Tegen 2009) and
to transitions from fossil fuel and nuclear energy sources (Toke et al. 2008; Olesen et al. 2002;
Schreuer & Weismeier-Sammer 2010; Boon & Dieperink 2014; Bauwens 2016).
When examining the research and practice of CRE, one of the most notable features is the
diversity of forms associated with the term: different technologies and scales of deployment in a
range of ownership structures and policy contexts, involving many actors and their various
motivations. This is a reflection of the differing communities and contexts from which the field,
and each individual project, has grown (Warren & McFadyen 2010). This diversity can be seen
as an inherent strength of CRE: something that makes it malleable and responsive and thus
able to be developed in contextually appropriate ways. While not seeking a singular definition,
this article offers ways to make sense of this diversity by exploring defining elements of
community approaches to RE and how they are delivered in practice. Building on the works of
Walker and Devine-Wright (2007) and Seyfang et al (2013), we draw on literature and our own
practice working with CRE across the Europe, Australia and North America over the past six
years. The conceptual tools presented analyse what constitutes ‘community’ RE, enabling
proponents to expose the motivations and choices layered in to different understandings and
applications of CRE.
1.1. Why a common understanding of CRE is needed
Walker and Devine-Wright (2007, p.497) determine that “what community renewables does and
should mean [is] a recurrent theme of discussion and analysis – and one that continually
[proves] difficult to pin down”. Recently, authors still identify CRE as a “vague” (Becker & Kunze
2014, p.180) , “elastic” (Hoffman et al. 2013, p.1760) and sometimes “problematic” term
(Seyfang et al. 2014, p.978). Given the multitude of models and practices represented and the
adaptability derived from this, a specific definition is unlikely to be universally accepted or even
useful. However, the lack of clarity around what is meant by CRE is a risk factor, particularly in a
context where the concept and practice of CRE is new and not yet widely understood. If in
defining CRE, policy makers and project proponents draw a wide boundary, this can provide
CRE actors the adaptability needed to develop in contextually appropriate ways, sensitive to the
needs and desires of local communities and their project partners (Walker 2008; Walker et al.
2007; Becker & Kunze 2014; Parkhill et al. 2015). But a broad definition also leaves openings
for charlatans to take advantage of the community brand, when in reality it is little reflected in
either their practices or outcomes (Seyfang et al. 2014; Hoffman & High-Pippert 2010; Walker et
al. 2007). Further, Rogers et al. (2012), make the point that within broad definitions of CRE
there is a risk of losing the underlying principles of sustainable community development and
energy autonomy to which many projects aspire. For example, some developments have
claimed the community title on the single virtue of scaling the RE project to match local levels of
energy demand. Rather than delivering a range of community outcomes and benefits, such a
project is frustratingly one-dimensional in its engagement with the CRE concept.
Conversely, if the definitional boundary of CRE is too narrowly drawn, innovation can be stifled
and models of CRE proposed will not harness or suit unique local contexts or meet the
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motivations of a particular community. Thus, a need exists for an easy to comprehend but
sufficiently nuanced means to evaluate CRE.

2. Diverse understandings: a review of literature
Over the past 10 years, the expanding CRE field has been accompanied by increased
academic research seeking to understand a range of aspects. There currently exists a range of
terms used by academics and practitioners to describe CRE and ‘community energy’ - the
broader grouping of which it is part - and these are often used in overlapping ways. Generally,
‘community energy’ (CE) is used in line with the definition offered by Seyfang et al (2013: 978)
as “projects where communities (of place or interest) exhibit a high degree of ownership and
control of the energy project, as well as benefiting collectively from the outcomes (either energysaving or revenue-generation)”. This encompasses community led demand side management
efforts (such as energy efficiency) and RE energy generation of both heat and electricity.
‘Community renewable energy’ is a more specific subcategory within this, relating to community
projects that use RE technologies to generate electricity and/or heat. ‘Becker and Kunze (2014)
recently introduced the term ‘collective and politically motivated renewable energy’ (CPE),
focusing attention on collective ownership and a group’s political aspirations. In practice, the
terms CE and CRE are often used interchangeably.
The UK dominates academic research on CE and CRE and this falls largely into two camps.
One analyses and describes the emerging field, drawing on empirical research to elucidate the
character, forms, outcomes, impacts, etc. (Seyfang et al. 2013; Walker et al. 2007; Harnmeijer
et al. 2012; Parkhill et al. 2015). The other analyses the contribution of CE and CRE to broader
transitions, such as Scotland’s land reform movement (Gubbins 2007; McIntosh 2004) and
movements for action on climate change. Within the latter, terms ‘citizen energy’, ‘low carbon
communities’ and ‘community power’ are also used (Middlemiss & Parrish 2010; Radtke 2014;
Mulugetta et al. 2010; Hopkins 2008; Bulkeley & Moser 2007; Yildiz et al. 2015). There are also
a number of articles that analyse the contribution of CRE to socio-technical transitions, again
usually in reference to changes needed to respond to climate change (Hargreaves et al. 2013;
Seyfang et al. 2014; McCauley & Stephens 2012; Müller et al. 2011; Hoffman et al. 2014).
Research from Australia tends to be focused more narrowly on ‘community-owned renewable
energy’ (Cameron & Hicks 2014; Hicks & Ison 2011; Ison et al. 2012). Publications from the
USA and Canada are mostly industry reports or guides rather than academic articles and these
refer to ‘community power’ generally and or the more technologically specific ‘community wind’
or ‘community solar’ (Bolinger 2011; Bolinger 2001; Gipe 1991; Gipe 2004).
Through their studies of CRE projects in the UK, Walker & Devine-Wright (2007) articulate two
essential aspects that render CRE distinctive: processes and outcomes. They draw attention to
the fact that ‘community’ RE is not only about the physical scale or type of technology, but
fundamentally about the approach taken to developing a project and the structures and methods
engaged. Their process dimension refers to who the project is developed and run by: where
decision-making power resides and how people are engaged. The outcome dimension refers to
who is the project for: who benefits from the project, where it is and what scale. For them, local
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people’s involvement and benefit, via process and outcome dimensions, are the mainstay of
CRE.
As is evident in the broad cross-section of CRE cases in this research, it is possible to infuse
many different forms with community processes and outcomes. A weakness of the process and
outcomes definition is that while it poses a useful framework for thinking about CRE, and has
been the launching pad for much of our work, it is not specific or detailed enough to establish
the parameters of what constitutes a legitimate CRE process or outcome. Within the
terminology and definitions offered above, much is left unsaid and policy makers, academics
and communities are largely left to interpret. Even if we were to sort out the nomenclature in a
clear, concise and consistent set of terms and definitions, we would still confront the challenge
of knowing how definitions translate in practice to enact, regulate and support community
approaches to RE development on the ground and how policy can be more precisely directed
support to certain forms of CRE.
For example, while the fluidity of the term ‘community’ is much discussed within CRE theory
(Parkhill et al. 2015; Becker & Kunze 2014; Eadson et al. 2014), it is left unclear what the range
of actors within a community of locality or a community of interest are, and if it matters. In
particular, the role of local government and local businesses is contested. For academics from
the UK, many of the CRE projects they draw on are initiated, led and owned by local
government. CRE projects in Australia on the other hand tend to exclude local government as a
community actor, instead focusing on local individuals and locally owned business. Again, there
may be no single answer to the question of who constitutes an appropriate actor in CRE, but it
is imperative that proponents (and policy makers) make informed and conscious decisions when
drawing the boundaries around CRE, as these decisions affect the ways that CRE projects are
scaled, financed, delivered, managed and regulated.
In following sections we first introduce our methodology; we then go on to unpack the
substantive diversity that comprises CRE so that it can be more consciously understood,
evaluated and utilised. To do so, we open up specific motivations and decisions to analysis in
an effort to better identify what makes CRE projects similar and different from each other.!

3. Methodology
In this article we draw on the interplay between theory and practice through an action research
approach. Fundamental to action research is the process of “drawing theory out of practice, so
that theory becomes embodied practice” (McNiff 2013, p.135). Research and practice are able
to inform each other and act as means of critical reflection in mutually beneficial ways. In
engaging an action research methodology we have, both individually and in collaboration with
others, “followed our interests, instincts and quests, sought to make meanings of these and
formed comprehensive understandings” with the intention of creating theory “capable of
informing our [and other’s] practice” (Wicks et al. 2008, p.26). The proponents of CRE projects
with whom we have worked and/or interviewed have formed our wider action research
community where information has been gathered, tested and assimilated. Over the course the
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research, we have discussed and tested concepts as they have been developed in on-going
cycles of feedback, reflection and refinement (see Zandee & Cooperrider 2008).!
Being simultaneously researchers and practitioners, we use action research as a means of
generating a progressive evolution of CRE thought in order to “address questions and issues
that are significant for those who participate as co-researchers” (Reason & Bradbury 2008, p.1).
Specifically, the two research questions that have emerged from our own observations and the
needs of project proponents we have worked with, are:
•
•

How do communities navigate between motivations, theory and the practical realities of
implementing a CRE project while remaining a genuine community project?
What implications does this have on the way we describe, theorise, support and develop
CRE projects?

To answer these questions we draw on a combined 12 years of research and practice in the
field, including a number of targeted research projects into CRE (Cameron & Hicks 2014; Hicks
& Ison 2012; Hicks & Ison 2011; Ison et al. 2012; Hicks 2009; Ison 2010; Ison 2009) over three
cycles of action and reflection. In action phases we used a mixed methods approach employing
semi-structured interviews, participant observation and site visits to gather data on 26 case
studies. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with one or more proponents from each
case study in 2010 (Europe and North America), 2012 (Europe), 2010-2014 (Australia). For two
of the Australian case studies, our knowledge is drawn from working alongside the project
proponents for more than a year. In addition, project materials for all case studies such as
websites, Facebook and promotional materials have been analysed.!The research phases and
methods are outlined in more detail in Appendix A and an overview of the 26 case studies in
Appendix B.
The 26 cases were selected on the basis of being established CRE projects that are generating
electricity, represent a variety of forms of CRE and exist within diverse contexts. New forms of
CRE emerging constantly as new actors apply CRE to new contexts. We realise our case study
selection does not represent every possible form of CRE. However, our selection is sufficient to
theorise the nature of the diversity witnessed.

4. Diverse forms of CRE
A large variety of CRE projects have been developed to meet the specific needs of communities
around the world in many different ways (Warren & McFadyen 2010). To illustrate this diversity,
we briefly introduce 11 of the 26 CRE case studies used in this research.

Bioenergy Mureck, Austria
Three bioenergy enterprises (a biodiesel plant, 4MW woodchip boiler, 1.1MW biogas combined
heat and power plant) and a 2MW solar pv installation owned by local farmers and investor
cooperatives.
Repower Shoalhaven, Australia
!
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A not-for-profit organisation on the South Coast of NSW, has established a 100kW solar array
on the roof of a Bowling Club. The system is owned by a special-purpose company with 20
community investors and is managed by Repower Shoalhaven. Ownership of the panels will
transfer to the Bowling Club after 10 years.
Isle of Eigg, Scotland
A standalone mini-grid powered by hydro, wind and solar PV, providing electricity to the
residents of the island. Owned by the Eigg Development Trust a not-for-profit of which local
people are members. All profits go to community projects, such as renovating and maintaining
the town hall.
Hepburn Wind Cooperative, Australia
A cooperative-run 4.1 MW wind farm owned by 2,000 members, a majority of whom are local
residents. They provide AU$30,000+ a year to a local Sustainability Fund and run regular
education tours and events on site.
Torrs Hydro, England
A 63 kW reverse Archimedes screw hydro system (affectionately known as Archie) in the town
of New Mills. Owned by a cooperative with majority membership from the local area. Public
working bees and open days are held weekly.
Middelgrunden Wind Farm, Denmark
A 20 MW offshore wind farm that is a joint venture between a cooperative of 8,600 members
(mostly local) and the Copenhagen municipal utility. Each party lends its strengths to the
project: the cooperative is responsible for communications and engagement and the utility for
technical studies, project management and maintenance.
Elektrizitätswerke Schönau, Germany
A cooperatively owned German electricity distribution network and retailer that sources its
energy from community hydro projects in Norway. Operates nationally with over 100,000
customers.
Samso Island, Denmark
A 100% RE powered island, consisting of three bioenergy district heating plants and 11 onshore
wind turbines that power the entire annual electricity demand of the island and are community
owned and initiated. In addition, 10 offshore wind turbines produce enough to compensate for
the carbon dioxide emissions generated by the island’s transport sector.
Wildpoldsried, Germany
This German village has created a powerful local economy for its 2,600 inhabitants in which 3
times as much energy than it needs is produced by locally owned solar, wind, micro hydro and
bioenergy. The excess energy is sold to the national grid at a rate of $5.7 million annually,
making CRE a major contributor to their town’s economy.
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5. Analysis: Navigating the practice of CRE
A confluence of factors influences the development of CRE and results in the diversity
witnessed above. We contend that there are two fundamental aspects that influence a project’s
evolution: firstly, that CRE projects develop in different locations at different times with a
different set of actors and thus different contexts; and, secondly, that the actors developing
different CRE projects are driven by different motivations. In this section we present three
conceptual tools for helping to understand how motivations and context influence a CRE
project’s processes and outcomes. The first section outlines the varied motivations and benefits
of the 26 case studies and uses this as the basis of the first conceptual tool, a motivations
diagram. The second tool presents a development framework for CRE that positions key
elements of a project as a balance between motivations and context. The third tool is a series of
spectrums that focus attention on key tensions that underpin decision-making in the design and
delivery of CRE projects. Lastly, we offer a categorisation for three overarching types of CRE.
5.1 Motivations and benefits
Motivations are the foundation from which CRE projects are brought into existence and thus
deserve attention as a starting point of CRE analysis (Becker & Kunze 2014). In addition, while
it is not feasible here to map all the different contextual factors that the 26 case studies operate
within1, we are able to understand the range of motivations that underpin them and influence
their development and outcomes. Through analysis of the 26 case studies we identify 22
motivations associated with CRE, which we have mapped against five overarching categories:
Social, Technical, Economic, Environmental and Political/Policy (STEEP), presented in Figure 1
below. The STEEP framework builds on a triple bottom line assessment, as it considers not only
environmental, economic and social factors, but also technical and policy factors2. Here, we
present motivations that have been expressed by case studies in their project materials (eg.
website) and/or in interviews with project leaders. Interestingly, the range motivations presented
here align with categories used by other studies of CRE (Becker & Kunze 2014; Bauwens 2016;
Seyfang et al. 2013; Radtke 2014), although often with slightly different names.
Figure 1 shows the range of motivations expressed by the 26 cases. Cases were often
motivated by a range of different factors across many of the STEEP categories simultaneously.
On average, case studies reported 7 motivations across at least 3 categories.

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
1

A number of studies have investigated key enabling and restricting factors facing CRE initiatives
(Bomberg & McEwen 2012; Middlemiss & Parrish 2010; Ison et al. 2012).
2 Seyfang et al (2013) use a similar framework in their analysis of the objectives of 190 UK-based CE
projects. Interestingly, there is a strong correlation in the sub-categories identified in their research and
those represented here, despite being developed independently and concurrently.
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POLITICAL

ENVIRONMENTAL

Create actors in a
renewable powered future

Reduced GHGs/pollution
Local environmental benefits

Political mobilisation

More appropriate
sites and scales

Increased
environmental values
and behaviour

Increased support /
reduced opposition

Increased
energy
efficiency

Empowerment and skills development

SOCIAL

Community building/volunteering
Local ownership and decision making

Future proofing
and resilience

Regional
development
Community
and income
asset
diversification

Shareholder income

Tourism

Community income

Renewable
energy
education
and training

Cheaper
energy/
energy
savings

Energy
self-sufficiency
/security

TECHNOLOGICAL
Renewable
energy industry
development

Local jobs and contracts

ECONOMIC
Figure 1: Motivations driving community renewable energy projects, which were often also
reported as benefits emerging from the project. !

A simultaneous analysis of the benefits reported by case studies in interviews and/or project
materials reveals that what begins as a motivation is often translated into a benefit through the
process of establishing the project. For example, ‘local ownership and decision-making’ and
‘greenhouse gas emissions reduction’ were identified as both a motivator and benefit for most
cases. Figure 2 shows the number of projects that listed a particular factor as only a motivation
(ie. driving project development), only a benefit (ie. an observed outcome) or both. From
analysis it is evident that not all motivations are delivered as benefits and not all identified
benefits were originally motivations. For example, while ‘shareholder income’ was identified as a
motivation for 13 of the 26 case studies, it was a benefit for 17, indicating that while not a
motivator for four projects it was perceived as a beneficial outcome. Only one project identified
increased ‘tourism’ as a motivator, but it was seen as a benefit by six projects. These examples
indicate that some of the perceived benefits from CRE are unintended outcomes. Conversely,
‘creating actors in a RE powered future’ was identified as a motivator for nine groups, but only
five groups listed it as a benefit. This indicates that while a group may be motivated by
something, there were not always successful in delivering this as a benefit.
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Political Mobalisation (P)
Create actors in a renewable powered future (P)
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Figure 2: Motivations and Benefits reported by case studies (E – Economic, En – Environmental, P
– Political, S – Social, T – Technological)

In this paper we rely on self-reporting via interviews and project materials: it is not an effort to
assess the validity of the claims being made by the cases. However, the benefits identified by
our case studies are closely aligned with those identified by other academic studies and articles
(Kirsch et al. 2015; Seyfang et al. 2013; Walker et al. 2007; Kildegaard & Myers-Kuykindall
2006; Kildegaard 2010; Lantz & Tegen 2009; Hicks & Ison 2011; Middlemiss & Parrish 2010;
Mulugetta et al. 2010; Walker 2011; Harnmeijer et al. 2012), indicating that they are in fact
common and legitimate outcomes of CRE.

5.2 A development framework: the interplay of motivations and context
What seems intuitive from the data above is that different motivations lead to different forms of
CRE – but how? One explanation is by virtue of how motivations direct effort and attention in the
development process, especially in the case of overcoming contextual challenges. Bomberg
and McEwen (2012: 436) note that despite many barriers “communities have been spurred into
action in pursuit of energy goals” and remain mobilised, finding ways to achieve their
motivations despite constraints. Constraints associated with contextual or external factors
include the availability of: RE resources; skills and knowledge; existing institutions and
infrastructure; sources of finance; opportunities in the energy market and regulatory
environment; appropriate legal structures; etc..
!
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The CRE Development Framework3 presented in Figure 3 illustrates the ways in which the key
aspects involved in establishing a CRE project are influenced by, and thus involve navigating
between, contextual factors and the motivations driving the project. The aspects involved are
categorised into four interconnected areas of work: legal structure and governance, community
engagement and communications, technical aspects and finance and funding.
Community
Engagement and
Communications

Legal Structure
and Governance
External
Factors

Motivations

Technical

Finance and
Fundraising

Figure 3: CRE Development Framework

The realities of project development sometimes require decisions to be made that involve tradeoffs between motivations and practicalities associated with the context. Further, a decision in
one area will affect the range of options possible in another. For example, if grant funding is
being sought, this might require the legal structure to be a charity. The ways in which groups
navigate this process is at times unconscious or serendipitous and at times conscious. This is
reflected in the fact that outcomes are sometimes unexpected, as discussed above. Drawing on
the development framework and the STEEP analysis, we have identified several common
tensions that arise between context and motivations in the process of project development.
These are explored in the spectrums below.
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
3

Other frameworks have been developed to analyse the establishment of CRE. Wirth (2014), for example, sets out a
framework of community and regulatory institutional forces that influence the emergence and constitution of CRE,
giving particular attention to the site, scale and organisational form of community biogas projects in northern Italy.
Wirth’s institutional forces would be encapsulated by motivations and external factors in Figure 3, while the site,
scale and organisational form correspond to technical and legal and governance elements in Figure 3. Wirth’s
framework, however, excludes the community engagement and financing aspects of developing a community energy
project, which we identify as essential.
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5.3 Spectrums: exploring emergent tensions
These spectrums emerged from an action research phase in which we asked: How do we
support communities to consciously create successful projects that deliver on their motivations?
Walker (2011: 779) observes in his work that understandings of community “are being
differentially and selectively enrolled and worked with” among CRE projects. In our observation,
groups apply different motivations within different contexts, rendering results that enact the
different understandings of community observed by Walker. The spectrums below shed light on
the decision-making processes and tensions that are negotiated in more or less conscious ways
to embed different motivations and understandings of community within CRE processes and
outcomes. These spectrums present the variety witnessed among the 26 case studies and
broader RE sector around five features of an RE project: choice of actors, decision-making,
scale, financial benefit and community engagement.
The five spectrums fit within the four areas of activity introduced in Figure 3 and outline a few of
the important decisions that the case studies negotiated throughout their development process.
They are the five we think best demonstrate the process of negotiating between motivations and
context constraints, and that have had the greatest bearing on case study outcomes.!
5.3.1%ACTORS%
Defining the legitimate group of actors that make up the ‘community’ of a given project is a
fundamental element of CRE. This decision underpins crucial project activities such as
community engagement and communications, as well as being key to project governance and,
particularly, who participates in decision-making. Spectrum 1 below aids an analysis of who the
actors are that make up the community of a project, ranging from local individuals to non-local
organisations, business and government. This spectrum sheds light on the question: who are
the actors that comprise the desired ‘community’ of CRE? A community of locality will be
weighted to the left hand side of the spectrum. A community of interest will rest further to the
right of the spectrum, but may still draw lines between what types, or scales, of organisations,
businesses and government are involved.
Spectrum 1: Range of actors

Local
individuals

Local organisations,
government
& business

Non-local
individuals

Non-local
organisations,
business &
government

Many of the motivations of the cases related to wanting to deliver outcomes at the ‘local’ level
and, therefore, affected their delineation of who the legitimate actors in the project are. Minwind
provides a good example of how motivations and external context are negotiated through the
choices a project makes around actors. Minwind’s primary motivation was to support farmers
and the regional economy of their area. Because of state government tax incentives, the project
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size was limited to under 2MW, but they had bigger visions. They decided to establish several
separate companies each owning one turbine of between 1.75-1.9MW. Each company is
required to have a completely different batch of shareholders, in order to enable as many local
people as possible to participate and benefit. Minwind also decided that farmers needed to
compose 85% of shareholders and other residents of the state of Minnesota could make up the
remaining 15%. In this way the Minwind companies were able to preference local people, but
within this, they also preferred a type of local individual – farmers – over others, in line with
project motivations. Minwind sits to the left side of the spectrum.
The Isle of Eigg Community Trust offers a very different example of a community based on
locality. In this example, the Trust itself wholly owns the RE powered mini-grid on the island.
Local people participate by virtue of being members of the Trust, which is open to all people
over the age of 16, for a nominal fee of one pound.
An example of a project that sits further to the right of the scale is Elektrizitätswerke Schönau,
who define their community as one of interest and draw members from all over Germany. The
rationale behind this is that, while the project was initiated in a particular locality, their motivation
was to help transition the whole country away from nuclear power and, thus, they needed to
engage with a larger community of interest.
5.3.2%DECISION1MAKING%
Who is involved in decision-making, and which group of actors hold a controlling interest, is a
fundamental aspect of a CRE project’s legal structure and governance. This spectrum
represents the range of choices cases considered regarding the distribution of voting rights, or
decision-making power, within a project and whether provisions are put in place to ensure
equality among members (Becker and Kunze 2014). These range from one-vote-per-actor, to
certain actors having more votes than others via one-share-one-vote, to one actor having all
votes. The cumulative impact of voting rights determines which actor/s have a controlling
interest in the project and are therefore more able to determine the direction it takes. This
spectrum aids analysis of the question: which actors have power and influence in decisionmaking processes? Given that ‘community ownership’ was the third most referenced motivation
for our cases, attention to who participates in and has control over decision-making is crucial.
Spectrum 2: Distribution of voting rights & balance of decision-making power

One vote
per actor

Some actors
get more, less
or no votes

Actors’ votes
correlate to
levels of
investment

One actor
has all votes

A cooperative, for example, is based on the democratic principle of one-shareholder/memberone-vote. CRE projects that place a high value on democratic decision-making and equality will
tend to employ a cooperative structure (or a modified company structure with a one!
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shareholder-one-vote clause) and be located on the left-hand side of the spectrum. A
cooperative structure coupled with a conscious choice of actors has been used by Hepburn
Wind to ensure that local individuals maintain the majority of decision-making power over the
project in a democratic way.
Some proponents see this arrangement as either undesirable, or inappropriate for their context,
especially where significant monetary investments are required. For Denmark Community Wind,
even though there was a desire for local ownership and an in-principle desire for democratic
decision making, project proponents perceived a need to use the company structure to boost
investor confidence and provide investors with decision-making power that reflected the level of
investment, and risk, they were taking. They chose to allocate voting rights to match the number
of shares held in the project. However, to ensure local people had the opportunity to be
shareholders, they kept the minimum holding low ($100AUD), placed no limit on the possible
number of shareholders and focused on local promotion. They also ensured that no one
shareholder held a controlling interest by prohibiting any shareholder owning more than 49% of
shares. Further, shares worth AU$200,000 were gifted to the local charity that initiated the
project in recognition of the voluntary labor, however they do not have any voting rights in the
company. Case studies such as this, which place constraints on how many shares any one
actor can own and assign different voting rights to different actors, sit toward the middle of the
spectrum.
In Dardesheim, even though local individuals can, and do, participate in decision-making, they
(as a community) do not hold a large enough share of the project to have majority decisionmaking power. Rather, this resides with the partnering wind developer company. This example
sits to the right of the spectrum.
5.3.3.%FINANCIAL%BENEFIT%
The distribution of financial benefit from CRE is a key decision to be made in a project’s
development and operation. Financial benefit for shareholders and/ or the community was cited
as a leading motivation for our cases. This third spectrum considers how financial benefit from
the project is distributed, ranging from all surplus going in to a community fund to benefit the
wider community (beyond members and shareholders), through to all surplus going to non-local
investors. It analyses the question: where does the money go after costs are accounted for?
Spectrum 3: Distribution of financial benefit

Community fund
to be used for
communal benefit

Partly to community
fund, partly as
dividends to local
investors

Local investors,
with local economic
flow-on effects

Partly local
investors, partly nonlocal investors

Non-local investors,
with surplus leaving
local and possibly
national economies

In some case studies, particularly those using a trust model, all financial surplus is directed to a
community fund and used to support other community projects. For example, the Westray
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Development Trust has used funds from selling the electricity from its wind turbine to establish
aged care services, education programs, efficiency retrofits and more. Hence, the surplus
generated by the project goes to benefitting the local community through the maintenance of
commons and stimulation of social and economic activity. For such projects, generating surplus
for the sake of broad community benefit was a key motivation, and a benefit that has enhanced
the on-going viability of small regional communities with limited access to funding sources (Allan
2014; Gubbins 2007; Entwistle et al. 2014). These examples fall on the left side of the spectrum
above.
Other case studies, such as Baywind, Torrs Hydro and Hepburn Wind, balance benefits to the
broader community with the need to pay a dividend to their members. With Hepburn Wind, the
cooperative ensures $30,000 AUD per year is contributed to a community fund for local social
and environment projects. Embedding their motivation to benefit the whole local community and
to encourage greater local sustainability, the cooperative has prioritised contributing surplus
money to the community fund over paying a dividend to members. This model sits on the midleft of this spectrum.
Minwind, on the other hand, does not contribute any of its surplus to a community fund, but their
requirement to have all local investors and different members for each new project means that
financial benefits are distributed broadly among the local community through the return to
investors. Projects with high rates of local shareholding have proven to have positive flow-on
effects in the local economy. Studies in the USA found that “during the operating years . . .
100% local equity (wind) projects are observed to have an annual impact that is 164% greater
than corporate-owned projects” (Lantz & Tegen 2008, p.17; also Lantz & Tegen 2009;
Kildegaard 2010).
5.3.4.%SCALE%
Scale is a fundamental choice to be made in the technical development of a CRE project. This
spectrum represents choices case studies make around the scale of the RE installation and how
this relates to the local community and to their motivations. Here, the community of locality is of
particular importance in decision-making considerations, as they are the hosts of the technology.
Spectrum 4: Decisions around scale of technology

Scaled in relation to
local energy demand
& local agreement

Balanced between achieving
economies of scale, and
appropriateness for
local community

Scaled to
maximise economic
efficiencies

!
The Dardesheim community-developer partnership is a large wind farm and scaled to maximise
economic efficiencies. This is typical of community-developer partnerships, which allow
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communities to benefit from and participate in larger, otherwise purely commercial, RE
developments. This example sits on the right side of the spectrum.
On the Isle of Eigg four small (6kW) wind turbines were chosen in an effort to reduce impacts on
landscape (something that was important to local people) while still enabling to the island
becoming energy self-sufficient. This choice was made possible when they found the
hydropower potential on the island was greater than expected. Because the Isle of Eigg project
is a mini-grid it would have been an economic and technological disadvantage to produce more
electricity than the local community requires.
The scale chosen by Repower Shoalhaven on the other hand was the most financially viable
option within the policy context. In Australia, policy and market conditions mean that small-scale
RE systems under 100kWs have certain financial and administrative benefits. As such, many
CRE projects in Australia are looking to establish small ‘behind-the-meter’ solar PV installations.
The size of Repower Shoalhaven’s project is scaled to meet the daytime electricity demand of
their host site, the Shoalhaven Heads Bowling and Recreation Club, who signed a contract to
purchase the electricity as it is generated. In order to deliver on the group’s motivation to
contribute significantly to local RE uptake and greenhouse gas emissions reductions, they are
working to repeat this model across several sites in their community.
Of course scale is also limited by the availability of RE resources on site or in a community.
5.3.5.%ENGAGEMENT%
Community engagement is crucial to the process element of CRE as it is a key means through
which members of the project community are involved in the initiation, development and
operation of a project (Walker & Devine-Wright 2007; Bomberg & McEwen 2012). This spectrum
represents choices made about the range and regularity of engagement methods employed in
CRE and focuses attention on the question: by what means and how often is the identified
community of the project engaged?
Spectrum 5: Level of Engagement

Starts early & occurs
often, using a broad
range of methods

Starts early but is
sporadic, uses
less methods

Occurs via various
means but only
during key times of
the project

Occurs only at
key times, using
limited methods

Occurs rarely
and via very
limited means

The case studies analysed revealed divergent levels of engagement differentiated by the
diversity of methods used to facilitate one-way and two-way interaction, as well as diversity in
the frequency of their use. They also indicate that different levels of engagement are required
for different types of project. For example, wind turbines requiring large monetary inputs,
supplying a significant percent of local electricity and having a very visible impact on the local
landscape (e.g. Isle of Eigg, Hepburn Wind) require more community engagement as part of the
statutory planning process and to achieve motivations of ‘increased support for RE’ and
!
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‘appropriate siting and scale’, than smaller solar PV arrays on the roof of a local building (e.g.
Repower Shoalhaven). The cases analysed indicate that if the engagement approach taken lies
to the left side of the spectrum, CRE will have more potential to deliver on a range of social
motivations (such as ‘local ownership and decision-making’, ‘empowerment and skills
development’, ‘increased environmental values and behavior’ and ‘community building’)4. For
example, both Hepburn Wind and a number of the trust-based models of CRE found in Scotland
valued these social motivations highly and reported them as both motivations and benefits of
their projects. Their engagement practices sit to the left hand side of the spectrum. Hepburn
Wind engaged early through forums, workshops and regular market stalls and continues
engagement through holding events and tours at the wind-farm. Many of the Scottish CRE
projects engage their community in deliberative planning processes about whether the project
should proceed and how best to use the revenue generated for community benefit.
Clearsky Community Solar Investments, by contrast, is based on a community of interest rather
than a community of locality. Their major community engagement is with potential small
investors from across Australia who have a desire to support a rapid uptake of RE to help
address climate change, rather than with people in the local community where the solar projects
they fund are located. Because the systems they install are small scale solar PV, there are no
statutory consultation requirements. As such Clearsky would sit to the right of this engagement
spectrum, which is appropriate given their motivations are primarily technical and environmental
rather than social. Conversely, Repower Shoalhaven, which employs a similar small-scale rooftop solar approach, is also driven by a strong normative commitment to ‘community building’
and ‘local ownership’. They define a geographic boundary around their community and have
prioritised holding events, stalls, attracting local shareholders and partnering with local
organisations. Repower Shoalhaven sit in the middle of the spectrum.

5.4 Classification of CRE models
When you bring the different choices around actors, decision-making, financial surplus and
scale together, they result in different forms of CRE. While every CRE project is slightly different,
projects that take a similar approach to the aspects outlined in the Development Framework
(Figure 3) can be thought of as a ‘model’ of CRE. Through case study analysis we have
classified projects and models of CRE in to three overarching classes: projects led by
community organisations; projects led by community investors; and, projects led by partnerships
between the community and a developer company. Table 1 distributes the case studies into
these three classifications. Because complexity can make a topic difficult to engage with, having
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4

These correlations are supported by other researchers who analysed CRE’s contribution to outcomes of
local ownership and decision making (Walker et al); environmental values and behavior (van der Schoor
& Scholtens 2015; Burchell et al. 2016; Parkhill et al. 2015) support for RE (Devine-Wright 2011; DevineWright 2005; Toke et al. 2008; Wolsink 2007). However, the interaction between engagement practices
and these and other social outcomes is not well understood and further in-depth research is needed.
!
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a simpler classification tool such as this provides an entry point for new stakeholders to
understand the diversity of CRE possibilities. We describe each classification below.
Table 1: Case studies by classification
Type
Community Organisation
Community Investor
Vehicle
Developer & Community
Partnership

Case Studies
Assynt Foundation, Eigg Electric, Rousay, Westray, CORENA.
Torrs Hydro, Baywind, Ham Hydro, Halton Lune Hydro, Bro Dyfi,
Findhorn, Burgerwindpark, Juhnde, Elektrizitätswerke Schönau,
Bioenergy Mureck, MinWInd, Hepburn Wind, Denmark Wind,
Repower Shoalhaven.
Middlegrunden, Dardesheim, Clearskys Solar Investment.

Community)Organisation)
This type of CRE entails leadership by a community organisation, such as a trust, not-for profit
association, or established community institution such as a school, club or church in setting up
and owning an RE asset. Such projects are generally small systems (5kW-1MW), either for the
purpose of generating energy (heat or electricity) or income (from the sale of electricity) for the
community organisation. The community is involved by virtue of being members and/or
beneficiaries of the organisation. Funding for projects is typically raised through grants,
donations and sometimes loans, but not through equity or shares. This form of CRE is usually
not-for-profit and operates in a geographically defined community.
Community)Investor)Vehicle)
This type of CRE project involves community members as owner-investors in a purpose built
cooperative or company structure that develops, owns and operates an RE asset. Typically, RE
projects in this category are in the 50kW-10MW range. Funding for this type of project comes, at
least in part, from the investment of the defined project community, with additional funds coming
from a mixture of grants, loans and sometimes equity from institutional investors. This form of
CRE draws on both geographic and interest-based communities.
Developer)and)Community)Partnership)
This type of CRE project involves a partnership between either of the two types introduced
above and an RE developer, in order to own part of a larger RE facility the developer is
establishing. The larger RE facility is often large, in the order of 5-100MW.

6. Discussion
CRE is enacted through the processes and outcomes of RE development, whereby actors make
decisions about community engagement, legal structure, technology and financial arrangements
to suit their motivations and context. As illustrated in the Development Framework, these
decisions are interdependent. The case studies analysed show the diverse range of CRE forms
that we contend can legitimately lay claim to the ‘community’ status. However, as CRE
practitioners and policy makers, determining what forms can legitimately lay claim to the
‘community’ title involves the process of making “boundary judgments”. In Critical Systems
!
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Heuristics, a process of question-based boundary critique is used to reveal “contrasting
judgments as to what aspects of a situation ought to be/are part of the picture… and what other
aspects ought to be/are left out” (Ulrich & Reynolds 2010, p245; see also Ulrich 1983). The
process of boundary critique implies that there is no ‘right’ boundary, but rather a series of value
or boundary judgments that for a particular context or situation can be considered more or less
legitimate. The situation in consideration in this article is the diverse practice of CRE; the tools
introduced are designed to assist policy makers and CRE proponents to make boundary
judgments about what is and what is not a ‘community’ RE project.
As introduced above, projects can be seen to sit on a series of spectrums representing key
features of RE development (actors, decision-making, financial benefit, scale, community
engagement). Different choices along each of these spectrums result in more or less community
orientated processes and outcomes. This leads to the understanding that it is possible to have
‘stronger’ and ‘weaker’ forms of CRE and, also, that some forms of RE development cannot and
should not lay claim to the ‘community’ title. We contend that projects whose decisions
consistently sit to the left of the five spectrums introduced should be thought of as stronger
forms of CRE.
Stronger forms of CRE are informed by a broader range of motivations and, particularly, will be
strongly influenced by normative and social motivations over individual economic gain
(Bauwens 2016; Becker & Kunze 2014; Seyfang et al. 2013). Further, beyond technological and
environmental outcomes, impacts such as community ownership, empowerment and education
and broad community financial benefit hold more importance. The enactment of these
motivations leads to decisions that consistently sit to the left of the spectrums as, for example,
they will require involving local actors as the owners and decision-makers, with little participation
from business, government or people elsewhere. While it is possible that this form of project
could be large, it is more likely to be scaled to local energy demand. Financial benefit from
these projects will generally be returned entirely to the local community via grants, services or
returns on investment. These projects tend to involve high levels of engagement and can be
delivered under either of the first two classes: community organisations or community
investment vehicles.
Conversely if a project consistently makes decisions that sit to the right hand side of all
spectrums we believe they sit outside the boundary of what can legitimately be called a CRE
project. Such projects are influenced more strongly by financial motivations, and when
examining the spectrums will be scaled to economies of scale, concentrate decision-making
power, do limited community engagement, distribute benefit entirely to shareholders and have
little involvement of local actors. As such, they exhibit none of the characteristics that are
compatible with the term ‘community’ when applied to RE.
CRE projects that sit in the middle of the spectrums or sit to the left on some and the right on
others are more contested forms of CRE and, depending where the boundary is drawn, could
be considered a weaker form or outside the realm of CRE. A weaker form of CRE might be a
community investor company that owns a small share in a larger project that is being
established by an RE developer company, as in the community-developer class of CRE. A wide
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range of motivations may still drive such projects, however, because local actors (via the
community interest company) have less control over the decision-making in the project and less
role in its development, they will have less ability to ensure their motivations are delivered. On
the other hand, drawing on the expertise and experience of a developer may mean that the
project, as a whole, is more likely to succeed, cheaper and in a timely manner. The share of the
project that the community investor company owns may be scaled to local energy demand, but
the project as a whole is likely to be much bigger. A majority of the financial benefit, therefore,
will be distributed by the developer company to their shareholders outside the local community.
The community investor company may choose to distribute its financial surplus in part to
investors and in part to broader community benefit. The community investor company may play
a key role in community engagement and may well deliver a highly engaged, sustained and
diverse engagement approach. While the larger development will mostly sit to the right of the
spectrums above, the community investor company will sit mostly to the left. In our boundary
judgment we would still consider such a partnership a legitimate form of CRE.
Finally, if a project sits to the left side - the side we contend reflects a stronger community
orientation - of one spectrum alone, we contend that this is not sufficient to make it a
‘community’ project. For example, a project does not become a community project by scale
alone, or by community engagement alone: CRE involves the enactment of community through
multiple dimensions informed by multiple motivations.
While we have presented some possible boundary judgments in this discussion, these tools are
aimed at enabling an emancipatory CRE practice, whereby practitioners and policy makers can
make their own “authentic boundary judgments” (Ulrich 2005). We believe that rather than
attempting a more prescriptive definition of CRE it is more useful to provide tools that enable the
analysis and explanation of different approaches to CRE and in so doing make visible the
conscious and sometimes unconscious choices that groups make in the process of establishing
CRE projects.

7. Policy implications and future research
Our analysis reinforces the findings of other research projects that communities are driven to
establish CRE by a wide range of motivations. In their study of CRE in the UK, Seyfang et al
(2013, p.988) concluded that “the implications of the multiplicity of the sector's objectives
highlights the need for joined-up thinking among government departments” and budgets that
support this multiplicity. The motivations diagram (Figure 1) can be used to inform which
government departments could have an interest in creating a policy environment that will enable
CRE projects to flourish and, in so doing, help to address the societal issues pertinent to their
departments. For example, policy makers responsible for climate change and energy, as well as
regional development, community development, technology education and innovation may well
have an interest in CRE.
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To effectively support CRE, policy makers need to understand the nuances associated with
developing CRE projects. Parkhill et al (2015, p.68) identify, the “diversity of local circumstances
is an important component of adaptability” and is a strength of CRE, particularly when
considering resilience to large-scale change. This points to a role for policy and other support
mechanisms for CRE that recognize and can engage constructively with the situatedness of
community endeavors. The spectrums introduced can be used by policy makers to understand
the emergence of different forms of CRE in different communities. Government support
programs should be explicit about the motivations guiding their program, the types or classes of
CRE they are interested in supporting and what benefits they want to see delivered through
CRE. Where possible, policy makers’ motivations and focus should align with, or allow flexibility
for the community. In addition, we would echo Parkill et al’s (ibid) call for “policy learning with
regards to ways that policy is mobilized and implemented in place”.
Policies to support CRE tend to focus on renewable technology and finance aspects, as with
feed-in-tariff policies for example. The Development Framework introduced (Figure 3) indicates
that there are also other areas where policy can enable or constrain the establishment of viable
CRE projects. For example, the importance of appropriate legal structures is often over looked.
Additionally, policy support needs to recognise the importance and value of quality community
engagement.
This research examines CRE projects through the lens of the four frameworks introduced and
the implications for policy makers. Future research could examine CRE policy through four
frameworks and the implications for CRE projects. Research questions could include: what have
been the primary motivators for CRE policy? Which combinations of features in the spectrums
are most supported by policy and what is the associated bias towards different CRE project
forms? Which elements of the development framework have been a target of policy and are
their gaps and associated barriers?
More research is also needed to verify the benefits and outcomes of CRE projects, particularly
the aspects that are more difficult to see and quantify, such as the social and political
motivations and benefits. While some research has been undertaken researching the social
outcomes and impacts of CRE (eg. Rogers et al. 2012), studying these over longer timeframes
and a variety of CRE forms continues to be a research gap.
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Appendix A: Action research activities undertaken 2010-2014
In this research we draw on a combined 12 years of research and practice in the field, including
a number of targeted research projects into CRE as well as an inquiring and reflective approach
to our practice over three cycles of action and reflection.
Action researchers typically “engage in more or less systematic cycles of action and reflection:
in action phases co-researchers test practices and gather evidence; in reflection stages they
make sense together and plan further action” (Reason & Bradbury 2008, p.1). This action
research project involved three cycles of action and reflection in line with action research
methodology. The first phase of the research involved a literature review and international study
tours of Europe and North America; in the second we worked with 10 CRE projects in Australia
over four years and began to develop and test concepts; and in the final phase returned to
literature and overseas practice to refine concepts.
The range of activities undertaken as part of action research include:
•

Three study tours of CRE projects between 2011 and 2014 across Australia, the UK,
Europe and North America involving site visits of over 40 projects;

•

Mentoring and running capacity building workshops with six Australian CRE projects in
early stages of development;

•

Founding and/or working to progress three CRE projects in Australia – New England
Wind, Mount Alexander Community Wind and Pingala;

•

Conducting CRE advocacy work, specifically developing and delivering a series of CRE
policy briefs and conducting a policy review for the NSW State Government;

•

Publishing practice guides and materials; and,

•

Founding the Coalition for Community Energy and organising a major CRE conference.
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Appendix B: The 26 case studies
Table 2: Summary of case studies
Case Study

Country

Technology

Legal Structure(s)

Torrs Hydro

England

Hydro

Society for the Benefit of the Community (Bencom)

Baywind

England

Wind

Distributing Cooperative

Ham Hydro

England

Hydro

Distributing Cooperative

Halton Lune Hydro

England

Hydro

Society for the Benefit of the Community (Bencom)

Bro Dyfi

Wales

Wind

Distributing Cooperative

Findhorn

Scotland

Eigg Electric

Scotland

Wind, bioenergy Cooperative
Hydro, wind, solar
PV
Company Limited by Guarantee

Rousay Wind

Scotland

Wind

Company Limited by Guarantee

Westray

Scotland

Wind

Middlegrunden

Denmark

Wind

Company Limited by Guarantee
50% Distributing Cooperative, 50% Public
Company (Copenhagen Utility)

Samso

Denmark

Wind, bioenergy Various

Burgerwindpark

Germany

Wind

Company

Dardesheim

Germany

Wind

Company with local share offer

Juhnde
Elektrizitätswerke
Schönau

Germany

Bioenergy

Distributing Cooperative

Germany

Wildpoldsreid

Germany

Grid
Distributing Cooperative
Wind, bioenergy,
solar PV
Various

Austria

Bioenergy

Distributing Cooperative

Canada

Wind

Distributing Cooperative

Solar PV

Not for profit Cooperative + Bond structure

US

Wind

Private Company

Hepburn Wind

Australia

Wind

Distributing Cooperative

Denmark Wind

Australia

Bioenergy Mureck
Windshare Coop

a

Toronto Solar Share* Canada
MinWind

a

Wind

Public Company

Repower Shoalhaven Australia
Clearsky Solar
a
Investments
Australia

Solar PV

Private Company

Solar PV

Trust

CORENA

Solar PV

Not for profit Association

a

!!

!

Australia

Taken from literature/websites not interviewed
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