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Presentation aims

• Community renewable energy

• PhD pilot study  - case study of Thirlmere, Cumbria

• Main findings 

• Further research



Community renewable energy projects
Any renewable energy technology installation that:

- has input from local people 

- provides energy/benefits for a group of properties and/or  
a communal facility

www.energy4all.co.uk

www.familyonabike.org
www.n-e-renewables.org.uk



Purpose of study

• Investigating the role of “participant” in community renewable 
energy projects

• Research questions
– How do people view opportunities for community 

renewable energy?

– How do people want to be involved and why?

– Why don’t people want to be involved?

• Methods – case study and action research



Warwick

Cumbria

Case study: Thirlmere, Cumbria

Sample for questionnaire 
survey and interviews

Property Total Survey Interview

Impact homes 17 17 4

Private homes 11 10 3

Second homes 8 2 0

Businesses 10 9 2

Total 46 38 9

Proposals by Impact 
Housing Association

- reduce local energy use

- generate renewable 
energy locally







Support for proposals

1 2 3         4

Statement key

Would you…
1: Support reducing  

local energy use

2: Support local  
renewables

3. Support community 
energy project

4. Like to be involved  
in project

Agree Neutral Disagree

Statements of increasing commitment

1 2 3 4
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Why do people want to be involved?

"Residents should 
have a say"

"Just want to see if we 
can get some better 

heating without spending 
a load of money"

“If it’s going to 
reduce household 
bills I’m all for that”

"Any vehicle providing 
community exchange 

would be really worthwhile"

"Because I'm part of the 
community"

“It's probably up to 
individuals and local 
communities to do 
something as the 

governments won't 
until something 

really bad happens"

“If everyone bought 
(renewable technologies)
prices would come down"

“Reducing CO2 
emissions”

"I think it's really 
important for the future 
of our planet.  We've 

only got a limited supply 
of resources”

“Environmental issues…and
you don't want to be using 

lots of oil"

GLOBAL
4 categories, 15 responses

LOCAL
9 categories, 18 responses



Why don’t people want to be involved?

• “We’re always aware of 
energy issues, but because 
it’s not our own home, you 
sort of stop, you don’t think 
any more about it”

• “the people in Impact 
houses aren’t going to be 
interested because they see 
it as though they’ve no 
stake, they’ve no capital in 
their home”

• Individual issues

• Responsibility issues

• Institutional issues

• “The priority is to get the house 
and garden sorted this year.  
Maybe next year…”• “Everybody does the talking but 
in the end it costs so much 
you're back to square one.  
You can't raise the sort of 
money that's needed"

• “There’s not much of a 
community round here…there’s 
no local interest in the pub”



How do people want to be involved?
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How do people want to be involved?



How do people want to be involved?

“to be kept fully informed, of what the ideas are, and what 
is actually going on… being told what’s available for our 
home and maybe choosing, if for instance there’s five ways 
to help us and there’s enough money to use two of them, 
could we choose?”

• Raising awareness – letters to local newspapers etc.

• Finding out about other community energy projects

• Educational activities – esp. for children

• Producing newsletter for other residents



Levels of participation

• “Ladder of participation” (Arnstein 1969)

Non-participation e.g. manipulation

Tokenism e.g. information, consultation

Citizen power e.g. partnership, citizen control



Uncertainty about community energy 
projects

• “If I wanted to come up with the idea it would take a lot of hard
work and a lot of co-ordinating to - you know, if someone 
came along and said ‘You’ve got a chance to get a grant, but 
we’ll have to fight for it and we’d have to come up with maybe 
a dossier of this that and the other’ I’d go ‘Oh my god’”

• “…it’s going to be a bit of, well I wouldn’t say nightmare, but 
it’s going to be very difficult”

• “If it was set up who would control it?”



Conclusions

• Widespread support for aims of a community energy project

• Residents would like to be involved but little desire for project 
leadership 

• Development of projects like this should be pursued, but will 
require support and guidance from an outside organisation

“It’s great to keep the community involved 
but the community aren’t experts on 
sustainable energy or fundraising…”



Future work

• Investigation of uncertainties about community renewables

• More action research

• Comparison with more
established community-
led projects
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