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SUBMISSION FROM THE UK ENERGY RESEARCH CENTRE 
 
Meeting the Target for Community Energy : 
Opportunities and Barriers 
 
This submission draws on insights from the project, Grassroots Action and the 
Politics of Energy Governance in Scotland (EnGAGE Scotland), supported by the UK 
Energy Research Centre and the Natural Environment Council. The project 
examined energy-related grassroots action in Scotland to identify what drives 
communities to mobilise, the opportunities and barriers groups face in pursuing their 
goals, and the interaction between community groups and the broader policy 
network.  
 
The Government Target on Community-Owned Energy 
 
The Scottish Government’s Routemap for Renewable Energy in Scotland, published 
in 2011, included a specific target of generating 500MW of ‘community and locally-
owned’ renewable energy by 2020. This target reflects a stated ambition to ensure 
‘all Scottish communities share in the rich rewards of our next energy revolution.’ 
The target is ambitious in UK terms; support for community renewables in Scotland 
is far in excess of that offered to communities south of the border by the UK 
government. However, it will not radically alter the energy market, and is only 
intended to make a small contribution to Scotland’s renewables future. If met, the 
target for community and locally-owned renewables would be the equivalent of 
around 3% of the overall renewable electricity target. Officials recognise this as an 
achievable target, a floor rather than a ceiling. We agree that the target is 
achievable, with appropriate support in place to help communities overcome 
significant barriers to community energy action. Moreover, we suggest that 
community energy can potentially play a more significant role, fulfilling both 
renewable energy goals and broader policy objectives of community empowerment, 
resilience and engagement. 
 
Challenges 
 
Hundreds of communities across Scotland are currently engaged in renewable 
energy projects. Although communities in the Highlands and Islands have been 
prominent among the front-runners, renewable energy action has emerged in urban 
and lowland rural communities too. These have been supported by a range of policy 
initiatives, including the Climate Challenge Fund, the Big Lottery, and grants and 
loans introduced under the Community and Renewable Energy schemes (CARES). 
These have been vital in kick-starting community renewables, and we welcome the 
continued commitment to the CCF and CARES loan.  
 
Financial 
 
The promise of Feed-in-Tariffs has been an important driver of community energy, 
but uncertainty over the rules of the game and the UK government’s continued 
commitment to supporting small scale generation through FiTs can create unease. 
For example, a number of community groups had received significant financial 
support from public bodies to cover the capital and installation costs for renewables 
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projects, but a subsequent rule change determined that receiving the Feed-in-Tariff 
and public grants for capital costs would represent a double subsidy and be in 
contravention of EU state aid rules. Considerable confusion remains among 
community groups regarding the compatibility of FiTs with any public funding, and 
the regulations appear to be subject to variable interpretation by government and 
statutory bodies.  
 
Grid 
 
Grid infrastructure also represents a barrier in parts of the Highlands and Islands. 
Limited grid capacity is an issue facing all developers, including community groups, 
in the north-west Highlands, Argyll and Eilean Siar. An SSE official we interviewed 
noted that demand had to be demonstrated before Ofgem would sanction investment 
in grid infrastructure, making strategic investment difficult. Instead, developers are 
expected to contribute to the cost of grid upgrades themselves. For small grassroots 
community groups, a poor grid can create a substantial hurdle, both to securing grid 
connection and paying for infrastructure upgrades. To illustrate: one group in the 
Western Isles seeking to install a single 900kw wind turbine claimed to have been 
asked by SSE to pay in excess of £500,000 for a statcom to support the local 
distribution network. 
 
Planning 
 
The Feed-in-Tariff and the grid are reserved matters, but barriers to realise 
community energy projects can also be found within devolved competence. 
Specifically, some groups have faced difficulties navigating the planning process. 
Community-scale projects have to pass the same hurdles as any commercial 
development before securing planning consent, including assessing the impact on 
the environment, noise, bird flight, other wildlife and visual impacts. A similar set of 
statutory bodies is consulted over the proposals of community and commercial 
developers. These checks may be important, but it should be recognised that 
community groups begin with very few resources and lack the technical expertise 
and contacts readily available to their commercial counterparts to help them navigate 
the planning process. The submission to this inquiry by Roseneath West Peninsula 
Community Development Trust noted the invaluable support provided by Community 
Energy Scotland in offering technical advice and support. This sentiment was 
echoed across almost all of the community energy groups we encountered in our 
research – Community Energy Scotland clearly fulfils a vital function in supporting 
progress towards the community renewable energy targets. 
 
Several of the community groups we encountered made a plea for community 
resilience criteria to be built into the planning process, such that applications can be 
judged not just according the criteria laid out in existing regulations, but also on the 
impact a project has on the sustainability of the community. There may come a time 
when community scale ventures are competing more directly with small scale private 
developers, and some suggested that local authority planners should be able to 
weigh up the relative impact of planned sites on the local community. One 
interviewee noted, ‘there’s a limited amount of land available for development… a 
local authority should be in a position to say, well which of these is going to arrive at 
the maximum local economic impact.  They can’t do that at the moment... under 
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planning regulations’. Planners, too, called for greater clarity on what is required in 
assessing planning applications, and when there is a need to push for more 
extensive impact studies. One planner confronted with numerous applications for 
wind turbines and small scale wind parks pointed to the ‘lack of very concise clear 
guidance from government’ on assessment criteria as being ‘one of the main 
problems we are facing’. 
 
Power Relations and the role of Local Authorities 
 
Finally, community energy can be profoundly shaped by political power relations, 
especially the relationship between the community group and the local authority. 
Local authorities are often ‘enablers’, promoting community activities and providing 
financial incentives or subsidies to encourage action. But sometimes tensions have 
emerged between community energy groups and local authorities. One group we 
studied noted that it ‘would be good if the council saw community action as 
something which it was supportive of rather than threatened by’. In another case, 
progress on a community wind turbine stalled following years of preparatory 
groundwork after a breakdown in relations between the community group and the 
local authority, which is both the planning authority and the landowner of the site of 
the proposed windpark. Several interviewees from other initiatives suggested that 
the level of support offered by local authorities may be dependent on the extent to 
which the goals were shared. Said one interviewee: ‘the Council has created real 
barriers and layers of bureaucracy [re: installation of solar panels]. Their power to 
delay is enormous. They’ll just wear you down’.  
 
On the other hand local authorities, as democratically-elected bodies serving an 
entire local authority area, can legitimately challenge a group’s claim to represent 
‘the community’. We found a perception among local authorities that they had been 
bypassed in the process of promoting community energy. For example, the CCF 
targets resources directly to selected groups. One official we interviewed described 
the exclusion of local authorities from the process as a ‘big mistake’ arguing that ‘the 
Scottish Government totally bypassed councils yet we’re directly implicated in their 
(the group’s) activities... We were not and are not consulted. We were not told when 
(the group) got it [CCF funding]. We found out through a news release’.  
 
In sum, although there are clear opportunities to achieve and exceed the 2020 target 
for community-owned energy, there are significant barriers that will need to be 
overcome. Some of these can be partially offset by more effective communication 
between partners, clearer guidance for planning authorities, and extended support 
for communities engaged in the planning process. 
 
 
Generating Consent for Renewable Energy by Giving Communities a Stake 
 
There has been a dramatic increase in commercial on-shore wind across Scotland in 
recent years. But commercial projects and associated infrastructure can generate 
opposition, as evident in the protracted debates over the Beauly-Denny overhead 
transmission line and numerous proposals that never make it through planning.  
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There is strong evidence from the literature and from our case studies to suggest 
that giving communities a meaningful stake in a project will not only help to secure 
planning and popular consent for that particular project, but increase trust in and 
support for renewable energy more broadly.1 In many cases, local planning 
authorities seem more at ease with community projects, and community groups are 
often better placed to generate support within their own local community than a 
mistrusted commercial body. All of the projects we have examined that have gone 
through planning noted strong support from within the local community, and little – 
often no – local objection to the proposals. There is, however, more mistrust when 
commercial developers are involved. As one community activist put it: ‘The whole 
argument about wind farms, it’s basically an argument about power and I would be 
totally against a wind farm if it was the Duke of Buccleuch making billions of pounds, 
but if it’s my local community getting resourced, then… (that’s different)’. 
 
Even in the case of joint ventures, community involvement can pave the way for 
public acceptance of a wind farm or hydro scheme, for example, in the local 
community. One of our interviewees, whose group is embarking on a joint venture, 
noted: ‘Because there is a commercial developer involved, there is sensitivity… so 
we have to be careful about how we pitch it, but I think we will get support because it 
won’t be ‘Commercial Development Ltd’ written all over it, it will be a joint venture.’ 
 
Another group with a joint venture already at the generation stage felt that 
developers were failing to grasp the opportunities of working with communities in a 
more meaningful way. Giving them a stake in the renewable development was 
described as a ‘win-win for them’, as it generates trust which can help secure 
consent for future projects: ‘Behind the developers are financiers, and financiers 
don’t like it (a community stake) because on their spreadsheet; it appears as a loss. 
But they don’t grasp that a loss today is a gain tomorrow.’ 
 
Thus community groups potentially have a significant role to play, not just in 
achieving the specific 2020 target on community and locally-owned renewable 
energy, but in building trust within the community for broader engagement with 
industry and government to help fulfil the broader renewable energy ambitions in the 
years ahead.  
 
Recommendations: 
 

 Ensure support is in place to assist communities in securing planning consent for 
renewables projects 

 Provide clearer guidance to community groups and statutory bodies on 
interpretation of regulations, for example relating to FiTs and planning 

 Recognise the role of local authorities as enablers of community energy 

 Recognise the role that community energy can play in building support for 
broader targets 

 Explore with commercial developers some ways – beyond community benefit – of 
giving communities a real stake in renewable development projects in their local 
area.  

                                                 
1
 see, for example, Musall F D and O Kuik, ‘Local acceptance of renewable energy’, Energy Policy, vol.39, 

2011: 3252-60. 
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