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Abstract: This paper examines some of the normative aspects of ―community energy‖ 

programmes—defined here as decentralized forms of energy production and distributed 

energy technologies where production decisions are made as close as possible to sources of 

consumption. Such projects might also display a degree of separation from the formal 

political process. The development of a community energy system often generates a great 

deal of debate about both the degree of public support for such programmes and the values 

around which programmes ought to be organized. Community energy programmes also 

raise important issues regarding the energy choice problem, including questions of process, 

that is, by whom a project is developed and the influence of both community and 

exogenous actors, as well as certain outcome issues regarding the spatial and social 
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distribution of energy. The case studies, drawn from community energy programmes in 

both the United States and the United Kingdom, allow for a careful examination of all of 

these factors, considering in particular the complex interplay and juxtaposition between the 

ideas of ―public value‖ and ―public values‖. 

Keywords: community energy; public values; public sphere; local energy governance 

 

1. Introduction 

Until recently, discussions about energy systems were confined almost exclusively to an elite body 

of planners, engineers, economists and other highly technical professions. The insular nature of the 

discourse was based upon a number of factors, perhaps the most important being the technical 

requirements of a system capable of delivering the prodigious amounts of energy understood as a 

requisite condition for the development of modern society [1]. A number of factors, however, 

including the emergence of alternative energy sources that are both economically competitive and 

much less environmentally disruptive [2–5], offer significant opportunities for the development of  

so-called ―community energy‖ programmes. In its most basic form, a community energy system can be 

understood as a decentralized method of energy production based on a variety of distributed energy 

technologies where production decisions are made as close as possible to the point of consumption [6]. 

For example, combined heat and power plants and district heating networks develop more localized 

ways of utilizing heat and power that are invariably more efficient than large-scale systems of supply. 

Moreover, many local supply solutions, including rooftop solar and small-scale wind systems as well 

as biomass-fired CHP plants, are able to offer a range of environmental benefits. Thus, whilst 

community-based supply side options are not necessarily coterminous with renewable energy sources, 

most community energy systems assume as much. 

Even in cases where renewable options are preferred, however, they may vary in scale and purpose 

such that they mimic conventional central-station technologies. A wind project, for example, may be 

an investor owned utility-scale wind farm designed to serve a distant load center via high-voltage 

transmission lines. Conversely, the project may consist of one or two turbines designed to satisfy 

primarily local load through integration into a local distribution system. The same issue applies to solar 

options, i.e., a power tower versus net metered roof top solar PV systems. 

Just where and how these sorts of choices are decided raises issues about the construction and 

operation of what Habermas has called the ―public sphere‖ or the arena in which discussions based on 

the ―public use of reason‖ emerge and in which the opinions emerging from civil society, or the 

network of organizations and associations available to individuals in a particular community, are 

further distilled and refined [7]. The forums in which the shaping and transmission of opinions about a 

community energy system can occur are many and varied, encompassing both top-down, or 

institutional, vehicles for articulating and aggregating community views as well as more ―organic‖ or 

bottom-up examples of the public sphere [8]. The former might include local government institutions 

such as cities or counties in the case of the U.S. or local authorities in the case of the United Kingdom, 

as well as spatially or economically defined entities such as the service territory of a municipal or 
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cooperative utility. The latter encompasses a wide range of civil society organizations, including 

informal organizations based upon social affiliations such as neighborhood residents, a reading or 

garden club, or a group of business owners on a city block; social assets already embedded in civil 

society such as a parent-teachers association, a church, a Chamber of Commerce, or a fraternal 

organization that might serve as a meeting and discussion space from which organized, energy-related 

collective choices or actions may arise; or formal civil society organizations, including non-profit or 

non-governmental organizations. 

However the public sphere is operationalized and articulated, the development of a community 

energy system naturally evokes a great deal of debate about both the degree of public support for such 

programmes and the values around which programmes ought to be organized, a distinction which is 

embedded in the similar but quite distinctive concepts of ―public value‖ and ―public values‖. 

According to Natabchi, the former ―refers to the worth of something; in government, public value 

refers to an appraisal of what is created by government on behalf of the public‖ [9]. Public values, on 

the other hand, refers to the extent to which the public accepts as reasonable the provision of a 

particular good or service by the state is determined by the presence of a ―normative consensus about: 

(a) the rights, benefits, and prerogatives to which citizens should (and should not) be entitled; (b) the 

obligations of citizens to society, the state, and one another; and (c) the principles on which 

governments and policies should be based‖ [10]. 

Whilst clearly a complex concept, several key features characterize the notion of public values. 

First, these values can be highly contested, a situation referred to by Natabchi as ―public values 

pluralism—the notion that several values and values orientations can simultaneously exist in society, 

all of which may be equally valid, correct, and fundamental‖ [9]. Second, as Beck Jorgensen and 

Bozeman write in their inventory of public values, although government has a special role as guarantor 

of public values, they ―are not the exclusive province of government, nor is government the only set of 

institutions having public value obligations … [Instead] public value is rooted, ultimately, in society 

and culture, in individuals and groups, and not just in government‖ [11]. Alford and O‘Flynn make the 

same point, arguing that [12]: 

―Public value‖ focuses on: (1) a wider range of value than public goods; (2) more than outputs; and 

(3) what has meaning for people, rather than what a public-sector decision-maker might presume 

is best for them. More significantly, it connotes an active sense of adding value, rather than a 

passive sense of safeguarding interests. 

Finally, public values are conceived of as being reciprocal in nature, that is, the goal of the exercise 

is to determine both what the state and society owe to citizens and the obligations that citizens hold in 

framing and enacting appropriate policy measures. 

Community energy represents a particularly fruitful avenue for exploring both the theoretical 

implications and practical possibilities of the public values framework. First, there exists a whole host 

of public values capable of driving a particular community energy initiative, including participatory 

values such as majority rule, collective choice, user democracy, and citizen involvement. Indeed, as 

this research demonstrates, a community energy system can be the creation of citizens, non-profit 

organizations, businesses and/or landowners working either independently from or in collaboration 

with various levels of government. On the other hand, a community energy system can incorporate 
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values central to the organizational aspects of public administration, i.e., robustness, reliability, 

productivity, and effectiveness as well as those values that guide the relationship between public 

administrators and the citizens they serve, namely, responsiveness, user democracy, and citizen 

involvement [11]. Finally, the question of who is capable of rendering decisions about the nature and 

technical requirements of a preferred type of energy system and whether citizens have an obligation to 

participate in decision-making processes are central to determining whether community energy is an 

utopian idyll or a realistic possibility. 

A community energy system also raises questions fundamental to what Walker and Devine-Wright 

refer to as an ―energy choice problem‖ that incorporates ―first, a process dimension, concerned with 

who a project is developed by, who is involved and who has influence‖ and second, ―an outcome 

dimension concerned with how the outcomes of a project are spatially and socially distributed—in 

other words, who the project is for; who is it that benefits particularly in economic and social terms‖ [13]. 

The first of these dimensions stresses the process involved in determining the type of system to be 

built. An open and participatory process would, for instance, be built upon the public value set that 

emphasizes dialogue and the conditions of responsiveness, user democracy, and citizen involvement. 

Alternatively, the process may feature the public values embedded in the practice of responsible public 

administration, namely, reliability, effectiveness, and technically responsible actions, to which might 

be added the Wilsonian value of efficiency. Placing a priority on these values would likely result in a 

process that is much more ―closed‖ and ―institutionally-driven‖. 

Walker and Devine-Wright‘s second dimension centers on the outcomes that might be reflected in 

particular types of energy systems. Central-station plants are, for example, almost by definition 

geographically distant from the customer base that they will serve. This is particularly the case with  

so-called ―merchant plants‖ that are expressly built for the purpose of serving customers through 

wholesale purchases transmitted over a regional or national grid. This contrasts sharply with small-scale, 

distributed generation projects that are more designed to serve a community located in close proximity 

to the project site. 

Demand-side programmes also reflect the range of possibilities discussed by Walker and  

Devine-Wright. Consider the case of programmes designed to result in substantial demand reductions. 

An investor owned utility, faced with the need to avoid costly capital investments, might implement a 

peak-shaving programme based upon traditional price-driven mechanisms. Such a programme could 

easily be developed as part of a process largely isolated from any of the public sphere forums discussed 

above, in which case, again, the process would be described as ―closed‖ and ―institutionally-driven,‖ 

and featuring an outcome that would be highly individualized, i.e., a private, price-based choice. 

Alternatively, an initiative may be driven by a ―bottom-up‖ process whereby a group of neighbors or 

members of a church group might, through spontaneous but sustained conversation, hit upon a 

common concern with climate change, on the basis of which they might agree to various behavioural 

changes such as replacing low efficiency light bulbs. They might also serve as early peer adopters and 

attempt to convince their other neighbors to follow suit. And in a few cases, they may even create an 

organization designed to ―spread the word‖ about the issue. In these instances, demand reduction would 

be the result of an ―open‖ and ―participatory‖ process with an outcome that is both ―local‖ and ―collective‖. 

The term ―community energy‖ has been employed in a manner that encompasses all of these 

considerations, that is, both the diversity of public values identified by Beck Jorgensen and Bozeman 
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as well as the variety of outcomes described by Walker and Devine-Wright. Thus, whilst community 

energy programmes have often been conceived of and operationalized on the basis of values central to 

the discipline of public administration, including those of efficiency, effectiveness, and productivity, in 

many other cases they have been seen as a means to expand citizen participation and the opportunities 

for collective decision-making. The following case studies, drawn from experiences in the United 

States and the United Kingdom, illustrate both the range of public values that have been influential in 

the development of community energy programmes as well as how ‗priority‘ values influence both the 

organization and the expected or desired outcomes of any particular programme.  

2. Case Studies in Community Energy: The United States 

2.1. GreenStep Cities 

Administered by the Minnesota Pollution Control Agency (MNPCA), Minnesota GreenStep Cities 

is operated in partnership with a number of local non-governmental organizations. It is a voluntary 

programme open to all Minnesota cities that supports and recognizes implementation of 28 best 

practices that ―focus on cost savings and energy use reductions that lead cities beyond compliance and 

encourage a culture of innovation‖ [14]. Whilst the forty or so participating cities vary greatly along a 

number of important dimensions, including location, size, age, and wealth [15], the decision to 

participate in GreenStep Cities is most often an internal decision process centered on the norms or 

values that prevail within the city‘s institutional or administrative culture rather than the larger 

community. Even in a city adjacent to the flagship campus of the state university, populated by citizens 

with very high levels of both education and political efficacy, and who were described by the 

GreenStep coordinator as ―very aware of environmental concerns‖, the city government‘s culture was 

the dominant factor in the decision to participate in the programme [16]. An important result of this 

tendency to focus on the internal or institutional norms of the city is that coordinators spend little time 

engaging citizens in either making the decision to participate or in the implementation of the programme. 

Indeed, GreenStep coordinators consistently refer to members of the community as residents rather 

than citizens, a language entirely consistent with that used by a planning profession that is invariably 

driven by a top-down mind-set that ―manages‖ the public in lieu of engaging with citizens [17]. 

The reluctance to engage citizens proactively stems from several factors, including the perceived 

time and effort required to continually engage with people who often have little substantive knowledge 

of energy issues. GreenStep coordinators also stressed the difficulty of maintaining a level of 

engagement necessary to sort through difficult and technically complex issues. Over and over again, 

coordinators argue that the average citizen, beset with competing demands, hectic lifestyles, and 

limited time, usually encounters a sort of ‗participatory fatigue‘ that severely limits their ability to 

grapple with complexities and negotiate the differences among many competing stakeholders and 

interest groups. 

This is not to say that the public values prevailing within the community at large are without 

relevance in these programmes. Indeed, support for innovation must at some level exist with the 

citizenry, if for no other reason than to give city administrators and elected officials the confidence to 

undertake what might be, at least initially, costly actions. However, even where these norms were 



Sustainability 2013, 5 1752 

 

 

utilized in building support for the programme, coordinators largely framed this opportunity as a 

means of convincing individual households and firms to change their behavior. Officials are therefore 

content to communicate news of their work through city newsletters or other print or electronic 

communications that went directly to individual homes or small business owners. 

GreenStep Cities can therefore be described as a community energy programme that largely 

emphasizes the values Beck Jorgensen and Bozeman identify as central to the field of public 

administration, with a particular emphasis on productivity, effectiveness, and efficiency. Whilst the 

programme creates outcomes that are local and potentially visible to community residents and business 

owners, few cities have so far developed open and participatory decision making processes during 

either the development or implementation phases of the programme. 

2.2. Farmington, Minnesota, USA 

Farmington, Minnesota is a city of approximately 21,000, located 30 miles south of the 

Minneapolis-St. Paul metro-area. According to the city‘s website, Farmington‘s assets include ―a vibrant 

business community‖ as well as ―the presence of the Vermillion River, the existence of working farms, 

and extensive park and trail systems‖. These favorable conditions have led city leaders to identify 

―economic development and sustainable growth as top priorities‖ [18]. 

According to the Farmington 2030 Comprehensive Plan—2011 Update, the city‘s ‗Green 

Movement‘ began in early 2006 with the establishment of ‗The Green Team‘, a group of city staff who 

met to discuss ways ―to promote and encourage sound environmental practices in the workplace.‖ 

Members were affiliated with a variety of departments including municipal services, parks and 

recreation, facilities maintenance, and city planning, who focused on recycling within city facilities, 

energy conservation, greener purchasing practices, and reducing waste. The team focused exclusively 

on internal efforts within the city government itself rather than collective efforts involving the citizens 

or business owners located within Farmington. As such, Farmington‘s community energy system was 

characterized by an understanding of the public sphere as a local government institution, where the city 

government is the ―community‖ within community energy. Although there is the potential for The 

Green Team‘s projects to move beyond the borders of city hall and into the neighborhoods of 

Farmington, this does not seem to be the purpose of most initiatives. For instance, whilst the ―Recycle 

On the Go‖ programme has provided additional recycling opportunities to ―the public‖ at city-owned 

buildings and parks, a recent effort to collect cigarette litter from downtown sidewalks involved only 

the six members of The Green Team rather than a community-wide effort. However, the 3,765 

cigarette butts picked up in one hour was noted as an opportunity to ―provide education about water 

quality and downtown beautification‖ [19]. 

Although there is a limited notion of ―community‖ within Farmington‘s efforts, the potential 

demonstration effect with respect to the larger community is appreciated by city officials. According to 

the Farmington 2030 Comprehensive Plan—2011 Update, ―The Green Team hopes that by responding 

to the environmental issues we as a society face today, we will be better able to preserve our resources 

for generations to come, and set a positive example for the citizens we serve now and in the future.‖ In 

2011, The Green Team accorded a higher priority to setting a positive example by encouraging 

conservation among Farmington‘s residents. After researching a number of programmes that might 



Sustainability 2013, 5 1753 

 

 

move the city in this direction, city staff determined that Minnesota GreenStep Cities would be an 

effective programme for the city to follow. Again, it is worth noting that this was an internal process, 

conducted by members of the city staff rather than individual members of the community itself or civil 

society organizations active in the community. 

In summary, the predominant public values emphasized in this case revolve around productivity 

and effectiveness, the result being a process that is closed and institutionally led rather than being 

driven by ―open and participatory‖ dialogue. Whilst Farmington‘s efforts are clearly ―local‖, with at 

least one programme goal being to positively influence the behaviors of residents and businesses, the 

city‘s efforts are not broadly inclusive of citizens and civil society organizations. Instead, 

Farmington‘s community energy system can be seen as a ―top-down‖ effort to effect institutional 

rather than community-wide change at the local level. 

2.3. Ely, Minnesota, USA 

Ely, Minnesota is a small city (population 3,460) in northern Minnesota. In 2008 the governor 

hosted an energy symposium in Ely that served as a catalyst for a new community group ―Energy 

Efficiency Ely‖—or E3. Formed by a few downtown business people and concerned community 

members, the group‘s goal was to make Ely ―a leader in the quest for energy independence and 

reduced CO2 loading‖ [20]. Over the past four years, E3 has championed clean energy and worked to 

influence and shape a broader community dialogue about and commitment to their initial aim. 

E3 describes itself as ―a grassroots organization committed to bringing Ely and its surrounding 

communities together to reduce our dependence on outside sources of energy and to increase the use of 

local sustainable resources‖ [20]. Focused on the values of citizen involvement and an open and 

participatory process, the group suggests an ―organic‖, bottom up understanding of the public sphere. 

In an effort to encourage the widest possible scope of citizen engagement, for instance, all of the 

group‘s events are announced via local newspapers and the local radio station. Their efforts have 

included hosting tours of energy efficient homes and business, facilitating an annual speaker series, 

and assisting the city and local organizations on solar projects. 

E3 has also partnered with a variety of local and statewide advocacy organizations and a number of 

local government authorities. For example, a collaborative effort with the Clean Energy Resource 

Teams (CERTs), the Minnesota Municipal Utilities Association, and Energy Smart—Waste Wise 

resulted in five lighting retrofit projects and an agreement by the local utility to adopt new energy 

efficiency programmes/incentives geared toward local businesses. E3 also procured $30,000 in 

funding from Iron Range Resources and Rehabilitation Board and New Generation Energy for a solar 

panel installation project at a local senior-living center. As part of this project, the center will also 

undertake several weatherization improvements, including installing new energy-efficient doors, 

replacing lighting fixtures, and purchasing weatherization stripping and caulk. According to E3, the 

combined green energy projects will help keep the residents comfortable and warm, save the center 

thousands of dollars a year, and significantly reduce Ely‘s carbon footprint. 

It is significant that all of these activities have their origins in either the activities of individual 

citizens or in local civil society organizations. Whilst E3 has collaborated with local institutional 

authorities, such as the local municipal utility, they have increasingly turned to the City of Ely as an 
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active and engaged partner as a mechanism for fostering civic dialogue and citizen involvement in 

shaping the broader community‘s sense of public values around energy. This progression from a 

purely bottom-up, citizen-based organization to one that is seeking greater ties to institutional 

representation of the community is evident in a number of E3‘s more recent activities, including its 

role as a key participant on the City of Ely‘s Alternative Energy Taskforce (a city sanctioned 

commission) (2009); partnering with the Arrowhead Regional Development Commission (ARDC) to 

develop an Energy Action Plan (EAP) to be added as an official addendum to the City‘s 

Comprehensive Plan (2009); and working with the City to conduct energy audits on major community 

spaces (2010–2011), including the local community college, the city‘s primary hospital and nursing 

home as well as its high school. 

This continual and ongoing engagement between and amongst community members and local 

institutions speaks to both dimensions of the energy choice problem identified by Walker and  

Devine-Wright, i.e., the process dimension of participation and the outcome dimension of benefits for 

local, collective improvements. The current effort to explore a potential biomass district illustrates the 

role that E3 has played in shaping the local energy discussion. The biomass project is a largely 

institutionally driven effort with a technical focus on a scale much larger and with broader impact than 

could likely be realized with an even greater number of individual energy audits. However, it is also a 

project that has been built upon E3‘s desire to lessen their community‘s CO2 impact and play a leading 

in role in energy independence in a manner that engages community members as active participants in 

every step of the decision making process. 

2.4. Pine River, Minnesota, USA 

Pine River, Minnesota, a small northern city with a population of less than 1,000, is an  

―outdoor-oriented community‖ with ―excellent fishing, swimming, bike riding and camping 

experiences‖ [21]. Pine River‘s focus on sustainability can be traced to a June 2009 ―community 

visioning event‖ designed to elicit a collectively determined ―sense of the community‖ regarding the 

nature of the energy system. Hosted by a local organization known as the Healthy Communities 

Partnership, with funding from a local foundation, the event was attended by more than one hundred 

community members as well as representatives from a number of civil society organizations, including 

a corporation and a non-profit organization. According to Minnesota Green-Corps member John van 

der Linden [22], during this process ―…sustainability emerged as an important overarching vision that 

unified many of the participants‘ specific goals for Pine River.‖ Subsequent to this visioning process, 

the Healthy Communities Partnership created a GreenStep Task Force to coordinate Pine River‘s 

implementation of the Minnesota GreenStep Cities programme‘s best practices, a programme which it 

formally joined in February 2010. The task force is comprised of volunteers from the community, and 

the GreenStep coordinator is also a community volunteer. Whilst the „Green Steps‟ in Pine River 

report makes the point of noting ―…the contributions of city government, particularly the Public 

Works Department and the clerk‘s office‖, unlike most of the GreenStep Cities participants, for Pine 

River, community energy has involved active and sustained participation by citizens rather than the 

institutional efforts of local government staff. 
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This emphasis on community and citizen involvement extends to implementation of a particular 

Minnesota GreenStep Cities best practice, Benchmarks & Community Engagement, which involves 

―adopt[ing] outcome measures for GreenStep and other city sustainability efforts, and engag[ing] 

community members in ongoing education, discussion, and campaigns‖ [14]. The “Green Steps” in 

Pine River report discusses the public values of citizen involvement and responsiveness at length, 

noting that ―the point of public participation in city affairs is that by adding the value-rich perspectives 

of citizens to the information-rich perspectives of experts, we can create wiser public policy…‖ and 

―[U]pdating the community via an annual report (or celebration!) builds citizens‘ confidence and trust, 

reinforces goals, and keeps everyone moving forward.‖ Toward the end of the report, this emphasis on 

the public values of collective choice, citizen involvement, and responsiveness is directly linked with 

Pine River‘s own community characteristics [23]: 

Every Best Practice affects many stakeholders. It stands to reason, then, that a wide range of 

individuals and groups should be included in Best Practice selection and implementation. 

Because GreenStep is a complex and wide-ranging programme, broad-based participation can 

help streamline our GreenStep efforts by bringing in a variety of ideas, connections, and 

resources. ―Combining forces‖ is all the more important in a small community with limited 

resources… the people of Pine River are adept at leveraging institutions, connections, and 

resources even when times are tough…The key task may be not necessarily to dig deep, but to 

reach out. 

For Pine River, ―reaching out‖ has meant continuing to connect with citizens through community 

meetings, updates and progress reports on the Pine River GreenSteps website, and maintaining a 

separate Facebook page for The Greater Pine River Area Healthy Green Communities Partnership. 

There are also updates on particular projects, such as the current Dam Park Revitalization Project, 

complete with details on fund-raising campaigns and planning meetings. Citizens are also invited to 

―[h]elp create a legacy—be a part of the discussion‖ [22]. Beyond their concerns with an appropriate 

type of energy system, Pine River‘s citizens understand that sustainability implicates many other 

aspects of ―community‖. Thus, there is the recognition that a ―‗sustainable‘ Pine River would not 

simply be ‗green‘. It would be sturdy and resilient, sustained by a vibrant economy, healthy people, 

community pride, a sense of place, and a renewable resource base.‖ In sum, Pine River offers an 

example of community energy planning that is both open and participatory and that has resulted in an 

outcome that is both local and collectively determined.  

3. Case Studies in Community Energy: The United Kingdom 

UNLOC (Understanding Local and Community Governance of Energy) was a two year project 

exploring the changing role of energy policy in the UK. Informed by ‗transition management‘ as a 

theoretical framework [24,25], the principal aims and objectives of the project were based upon 

assessing the evolution and future of the local government role in the context of evolving national 

policy; reviewing the development of national policies that have influenced local authority energy 

activities; considering a range of energy and climate change initiatives established by exemplar 

authorities in the UK and elsewhere, including an examination of the ways and means by which local 
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authorities have been more active players across a range of energy initiatives; and exploring the impact 

of external actors within this process of change and transition in local governance [26]. 

According to Peters et al. [15], the increased urgency of climate change and concerns relating to 

both the supply and demand of energy are, above all, a challenge of governance. It is clear that national 

targets on CO2 emission reductions, for instance, will only be effective according to their reach into the 

―place-based‖ actions of households, individuals and practices. More recently, the UK‘s energy and 

climate policy framework has sought to mirror this shift in perspective, where decision-making and 

implementation are no longer purely ―top down‖ in design, but are characterized by complex networks, 

influences and exchanges between a variety of actors and institutions operating at national, 

international and local levels. The importance of local level delivery and intervention has increasingly 

informed government policy and academic inquiry during the last decade [27], and has provided the 

impetus for an energy regime which is influenced to a much greater degree by a diverse range of 

emergent ―state‖, ―non-state‖, and grassroots initiatives [28]. 

Whilst there is a range of community and state initiatives around energy in the UK, the more recent 

policy landscape—particularly The Low Carbon Transition Plan, The Localism Act, and also the 

unfolding Green Deal—all suggest that local authorities can play a role in coordinating this local 

response at both an infrastructural and a cultural level. Potentially, this policy framework offers 

opportunities for local authorities to take the lead in developing technological solutions to the problem 

of securing a more sustainable energy system, as well as encouraging the development of local 

partnerships around sustainability. 

Local authority responses to this emerging policy framework have been diverse, reflecting a variety 

of motivations and circumstances. In a number of areas within the UK, including Woking, Gateshead, 

Milton Keynes, and Leicester, local councils have begun to initiate and oversee decentralized forms of 

energy distribution and supply; demonstrating workable alternatives to the UK‘s traditional, highly 

centralised energy infrastructure. Whilst the activities of those local authorities remain the exception rather 

than the rule, it is likely that this form of energy governance at the local level will become much more 

significant in creating the conditions for a new governing actors‘ network in energy supply and generation. 

However, this shift in perspective has raised numerous questions concerning both the role and 

influence of local government over a process from which they were previously excluded. There has 

also been lack of a broader discussion in relation to how the ―public good‖ might be co-created as a 

part of this transition. This is particularly apparent in relation to environmental and energy security 

objectives and the question of who should be the arbiters and drivers of the values and principles that 

will inform these decisions. In post-war policy in the UK, for example, energy was seen as a public 

good and centralized delivery was written into the decision making architecture of the post-war 

political covenant. By contrast, more recent attempts to broaden a traditionally supply-oriented 

governing structure—by encouraging local actors and institutions to develop and initiate more bottom-up 

approaches to energy policy—has been characterized by an absence of this kind of debate. The ad hoc 

way in which many community energy projects have emerged during this time points to the lack of 

accompanying discussion as to how a low-carbon transition led from the local level, will address 

differences in power and organizational capacity between groups and institutions and, similarly, how/if 

this shift might incorporate differing perspectives on process. 
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The next section highlights findings from the UNLOC project, noting how local authorities attempt 

to negotiate value diversity at the local level, both with other groups and organizations and within their 

own Councils. It is apparent that, whilst some local authorities place value on technology as a means to 

address sustainability, others place a greater emphasis on engaging community groups in their 

decision-making or encouraging greater economic value. 

3.1. Woking Borough Council 

Woking is perhaps the best known from a group of local authorities in the UK—which include 

Milton Keynes, Kirklees, Leicester, Leeds and Gateshead—for being active in the development of 

their own locally initiated power generation infrastructure. As one of the more environmentally 

progressive local authorities in the UK, Woking Borough Council has developed a fairly advanced 

technological vision around sustainability in the area. In light of its achievements in this area, the 

Council has been awarded Beacons for Sustainable Energy (2005–2006), Promoting Sustainable 

Communities through the Planning Process (2007–2008) and more recently the Beacon Award for 

Tackling Climate Change (2008–2009). 

Woking Council embarked on the path to ‗think globally and act locally‘ in the early 1990s, when it 

adopted a new approach to energy efficiency in relation to its own buildings. This led to substantial 

savings in both energy and finance, particularly through the incorporation of small scale combined 

heat and power units in corporate buildings in the mid to late 1990s [29]. Energy efficiency and 

alternatives to conventional energy production were also promoted and embedded in the Council‘s 

approach to asset and property management. To date, the authority‘s portfolio of energy projects has 

come to include a range of low and zero carbon technologies, including solar photovoltaics, combined 

heat and power and a demonstration fuel cell. 

The situation in Woking is fairly novel in the UK in that it is underpinned by a fruitful partnership 

that has been developed between the Borough Council and their energy services company Thameswey. 

The focus for this partnership is been structured around a clearly defined set of sustainability issues in 

the area. As Vaze and Tindale have pointed out [30]: 

It has a number of novel features that look at the energy needs of central Woking in a long-term 

and systematic way. The town‘s officers, Ray Morgan and Allan Jones, worked with Danish 

technical partners to form the ESCO Thameswey, which has developed a highly integrated 

scheme that uses 13 CHP units, DH and revised planning guidelines on all new developments, 

which requires new buildings near the centre of town to connect to the heat network. The council 

also installed photovoltaic panels using grants from the European Commission and the UK 

national government.  

Although it is locally developed and sponsored, Woking‘s sustainability programme nonetheless 

aligns more closely with Walker and Devine-Wright‘s notion of a distant-private/closed and 

institutional type of community energy programme. The technological agenda has quite clearly been 

driven by top-down prioritization of ―expert knowledge‖, and the valuation of a handful of technical 

experts. Consequently, decision-making channels have largely precluded the engagement of the 

surrounding community and discussion has been sidelined for the most part in favor of the ideas of a 



Sustainability 2013, 5 1758 

 

 

few individuals, whose drive and vision has been able to influence consensus at council level. This 

consensus was critical in unlocking a long term set of goals through which to develop both political 

and financial capacity. As one member of the Council pointed out, ―the climate change strategy is 

deeply embedded in the core decision-making process of the Council, so there is no physical conflict 

with anything else that the Council is trying to do. The Council is totally orientated towards 

sustainability and renewables.‖ The Council member argued that the partnership with Thameswey was 

particularly vital in providing a financial base for their activities, although he points out that this is 

where the limitations of this approach had begun to emerge in more recent times. As he explained, 

whilst there have been efforts to scale up these operations in order to sell energy outside of the 

Borough, this aim has met with opposition, both within the Council and also in the wider community. 

Many of the residents in Woking remain unconvinced by the Council‘s sustainability objectives and 

there has been an emerging debate, both in the local community and at Council level, around the level 

of debt which has been accrued by the Council during this time, and their leveraged finance from the 

Public Works Fund (now called the National Loans Fund). 

More recently, the Council has attempted to engage its residents in a more grassroots-oriented 

sustainability agenda through Action Surrey, a council initiative managed by Thameswey designed to 

help homeowners, schools and businesses to reduce energy consumption, water consumption and fuel 

bills. It has been argued, however, that a failure to resonate with public values at a grassroots level 

during its two decade sustainability agenda now means that unlocking the bottleneck of greater ―buy in‖ 

amongst its residents must be addressed if further progress is to be attained. 

3.2. Bradford Metropolitan District Council 

The City of Bradford Metropolitan District Council in West Yorkshire, Northern England, is part of 

the West Yorkshire Urban Area conurbation. It has a population of around 1.5 million
 
and is part of the 

Leeds-Bradford Larger Urban Zone (LUZ), the third largest in the UK after London and Manchester, 

with an estimated population of around 2.4 million. 

According to Council officials, a focus on energy issues—primarily the problem of fuel poverty—had 

also brought environmental challenges much more to the fore in recent years. This, officials believe, 

has given local authorities themselves greater influence in developing more coherent policy 

frameworks for energy and environmental strategy. Traditionally, local authorities had ‗environmental 

issues‘ residing in different departments resulting in a disparate set of meanings being attached to the 

idea of ‗environment‘ and its responsibilities. Thus, in some areas, sustainability meant waste 

collection and street cleaning, whilst in other areas it meant managing parks and open spaces. 

According to one local official, it was ―all very fragmented. We‘ve still got some of that fragmentation 

but what we‘re beginning to do is try to weave a thread of environmental thinking through all our 

strategy policy. So it‘s about a sort of climate, carbon, environment grouping, what we do moving 

ahead… what we‘ve been trying to do is put in place the networks, the communication channels and so 

on, to begin that process.‖ 

As a result of this fragmentation, developing internal cohesion within a local authority often poses a 

significant challenge. Whilst energy as an emerging issue at the local level has begun to challenge 

current working practices and ideas within the Council, different departments and personalities have 
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not always crystallized around either the need to act or how to address these issues. This is true of both 

different local authority actions on energy and also within departments, where there is often 

disagreement over the extent to which energy and environmental initiatives should be prioritized. 

Consequently, there is frequently a problem with coordinating the current ambiguity of this message 

across departments; within different departmental approaches to the same issues; and very often 

mobilizing the appropriate level of expertise and capability in relation to implementation.  

Despite these issues, the Council has attempted to incorporate a relatively high level of community 

engagement in local energy planning. For example, the Council established a Community Warmth 

scheme which ran from September 2008 to March 2011 specifically designed to improve the energy 

efficiency of less affluent residents in their jurisdiction. It was pointed out by one of the leaders of this 

scheme that whilst the realities of many people‘s lives can hide the carbon embedded in certain 

behaviours and lifestyles, experiencing issues such as fuel poverty can also make carbon visible to 

them. In the words of this official, ―carbon and energy in themselves may not mean much but keeping 

warm and saving money almost certainly do.‖ The scheme itself proved successful in addressing fuel 

poverty, health issues and in respect of carbon savings but it also served to highlight the difficulty of 

connecting with a community that contains such a diversity of affluence levels among its residents. 

An equally problematic barrier to engaging the community in council policy centered on the recent 

shrinkage of financial resources available to local authorities in the UK, noticeably reducing the 

capacity of councils to drive forward their agendas for community engagement in the sustainable 

generation and management of energy. This problem was particularly relevant in that ‗leading by 

example‘ was considered a core element of local authority engagement on energy issues, particularly 

in relation to coordinating the necessary degree of cooperation from businesses and residents. Several 

interviewees referred to the importance of leadership in respect of the behavioural and practical aspects 

of delivering sustainable energy governance. It was suggested, for example, by one of the interviewees 

that ‗getting our own house in order‘ was a key priority when he first took up his post five years ago, 

so that ―…if we were going to go out and proselytise about energy efficiency and new energy sources 

that we were at least starting to do some of that stuff ourselves‖. 

3.3. Oxford City Council 

Within the context of the UK‘s traditionally centralized approach to energy planning, Oxford City 

Council has been recognized for taking a lead in the area of climate change, using an approach that 

places significant emphasis on developing links with the local community. The ―Low Carbon Oxford‖ 

project is a city-wide initiative designed to develop effective partnerships among private, public and 

non-profit organizations around sustainability aims and objectives. Three main goals for the project 

have been identified, including the reduction of overall carbon emissions of the city by three percent 

on a year on year basis leading to an eighty percent reduction by 2050; the creation of ―green jobs‖ and 

a sustainable economy; and to transform Oxford into an exemplar low carbon city for the UK [31]. 

According to an Oxford City Council member, a key starting point for this approach has been the 

Council‘s willingness to display their own sustainable energy credentials. Such transparency was seen 

as particularly important if they were to exert effective political influence in reaching the wider 

community in relation to the sustainability message [32]: 
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It‘s no mistake that the carbon management programme we have here in the council is called 

―Getting Our House in Order‖. We took a very conscious step to do just that before we went out 

to the broader community across the city and started to engage with them around what they 

could do. So, for example, as part of Low Carbon Oxford we are running a synergy forum, for 

energy managers from across the city just to share technical knowledge in retrofitting stuff (or 

not, or brand new, where people have got the opportunity but typically we‘re retrofitting). And 

we‘re now able to share our expertise. 

Whilst Woking Borough Council has followed a top-down, technology based approach to 

sustainability, community engagement in Oxford has been of central importance. For example, the 

project is explicitly designed to encourage community action on climate change by connecting with 

different socio-demographic areas in the community. Thus, different approaches are being adapted to 

different areas and issues so as to improve the traction of their appeals for individuals to engage in 

sustainable energy and climate change action, a particular emphasis being placed on reaching and 

influencing less affluent areas. For instance, the programme is currently running a number of social 

enterprise projects on energy and sustainability; a low carbon community toolkit; and three pilot 

sustainable community projects. The project also boasts a number of mentoring and training 

programmes created specifically to support and develop new and innovative low carbon community 

projects. This model has subsequently been rolled out to involve residents across a greater 

geographical area of Oxford and now includes Low Carbon North Oxford, Low Carbon South Oxford 

and Low Carbon Barton. The programme is also aligned with Central Government‘s emerging Green 

Deal programme.  

4. Conclusion 

As demonstrated in the case studies, the term ―community energy‖ is a very elastic concept, both 

with regard to the principles behind various programmes and in terms of the operational practices 

supporting their implementation. Thus, whilst cities such as Pine River have developed programmes with 

a significant degree of ―collective decision making‖ and ―user democracy‖ [32] others are satisfied 

with institutionally defined programmes predicated on those values instrumentally central to the practice of 

public administration, namely, delivering public services in the most efficient and cost-effective manner 

possible with an emphasis on reducing budgetary outlays and a judicious husbanding of tax revenues. 

The same is true in the UK, with Woking favouring a top-down, technocratic approach whilst Oxford 

has more broadly embraced the values of community participation in a range of tangible ways.  

Given such diversity, identifying the dominant public values driving a particular programme is 

potentially useful for a number of reasons. First, it is very likely that the core public values will have a 

significant effect on the desired outcomes. For instance, whilst a programme driven by the bottom-up 

concerns of citizens might be able to identify technical options capable of reducing carbon emissions, 

it is much more likely to serve as a vehicle for enhancing citizen participation in determining the 

essential shape of the local energy system. A top-down, technically-driven programme, on the other 

hand, has a good chance of incentivizing energy-reducing behaviors on the part of individual 

households and businesses. It will do little, however, to encourage the development of organizations 

dedicated to bolstering the civic life of the community. Indeed, as is evident in the Woking case study, 



Sustainability 2013, 5 1761 

 

 

such a programme may well inhibit the creation of a more broadly held set of public values about what 

society can expect from the energy system and the roles and responsibilities of various institutions, 

civil society actors, and citizens in the creation of that system. Understanding the public values 

dominating the local discourse can also be extremely important for assessing whether and how efforts 

will move forward on the ground. For example, many so-called ―community wind‖ projects are largely 

devoid of any sort of broad-based citizen participation or governance schemes. Governance is instead 

limited to landowners fortunate enough to own acreage in hilly and/or windy areas and who are 

interested in securing a return on their land. In many of the latter types of cases, an unexpected level of 

opposition arises, a fact that often befuddles both policymakers and advocates who assume that an 

appeal to ―community‖ and ―local benefits‖ will overcome any residue of what is often seen as a 

simple case of NIMBYism run amok. A public values framework offers a compelling explanation for 

such a situation, one that centers on the existence of the sort of ―public values pluralism‖ discussed by 

Nabatchi [9] and the failure to gain consensus about the inherent value of such a project and the 

appropriate distribution of benefits and costs across the community. 

In this respect, being clear about the goals of a programme and the public values behind these goals 

can also avoid a false or unwarranted sense of failure. That is, if policymakers and advocates are able 

to clearly articulate goals during the initial phases of a programme, they can also more effectively 

identify which sort of approach and which public values to emphasize to reach those goals. A 

community that actually uses a public values framework will no doubt approach the work of designing 

and implementing a programme quite differently from those that do not and, in the end, will be better 

able to assess whether they reach both their process and outcome goals. 

In the end, framing community energy as an issue of public values greatly facilitates the process of 

moving a community toward a common or shared set of values. E3, for example, which began as a 

―bottom-up‖ initiative, is now bridging the divide that often separates institutionally-directed 

programmes from citizen-led initiatives. In doing so, the organization has begun to create, both within 

the city government and amongst ever-broader segments of the community, a shared sense of what a 

sustainable energy system should look like. As a result, larger and more significant projects are now 

being conceived, developed, and implemented. Although ―public values pluralism‖ no doubt still 

exists, a greater sense of shared values is helping to move this particular community forward to a more 

pragmatic and sustainable energy future. 
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