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Abstract 
 

As innovation and economies of scale facilitate the rapid adoption of renewable energy 

technologies, growing socio-political factors remain a key challenge to the achievement of 

energy transition. The study of large-scale wind farms offers a clear example of the growing 

impacts of socio-political barriers on implementation rates for renewables. Rapidly 

decreasing technological costs are being matched by increasingly heated public opposition 

to wind farm proposals, which, in turn, have put the spotlight on public participation as a 

key tool to increase social acceptance. Most of the literature on public participation in the 

wind energy sector has focused on creating a compelling case for a shift from technocratic 

decision-making to a more participatory approach. The role of local authorities in 

implementing this shift has attracted considerably less attention, despite being recognised 

as significant. To address this gap, this thesis critically explored the role of local 

governments in New Zealand and Italy in the co-construction of three key elements of 

public participation: the issue, the public, and the practices. 

Interviews with key informants were conducted in New Zealand and Italy, alongside a 

comprehensive document and policy analysis. This cross-country comparison revealed 

significant differences in legislated participatory requirements, but also substantial 

similarities in the local discourse around participation. First, in both countries, there was 

an underlying tension between government commitment to public participation and to 

renewable energy development. These competing priorities risked reducing participatory 

practices to a teaching exercise used to convince the public, rather than an opportunity to 

elicit debate. Secondly, in both countries, local authorities characterised the imagined 

public as NIMBY and used this imaginary to legitimise the decision-making process and 

its outcomes. Finally, the participatory practices implemented in the two countries 

highlighted the potential links between lack of opportunities for direct communication 

between the public and decision-makers and alternative channels of expression. The 

knowledge generated from the present research contributes significantly to an 

understanding of public participation from both a theoretical and practical perspective and 

expands the discourse beyond the classical normative divide between technocratic and 

participatory decision-making processes
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Chapter 1: Introduction  

1.1 Wind energy and the public 

The most recent agreements reached under the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change (UNFCCC) reiterate that decarbonisation is one of the most pressing 

global challenges of the twenty-first century. Rising to the challenge hinges on the 

transformation of the energy sector, which currently accounts for the greatest proportion of 

greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions globally (Bruckner et al., 2014). There is an urgent need 

to shift away from fossil fuels and towards renewable energy such as solar or wind, which 

contribute significantly to reducing carbon emissions during their lifecycle. Large-scale 

wind energy is amongst the key technologies driving this clean transition thanks to a rapidly 

evolving and competitive business case (REN21, 2018, p.114) and exponential global 

growth (IRENA & Climate Policy Initiative, 2018). Nonetheless, large-scale, on-shore 

wind farm proposals are also the target of heated public opposition linked to the socio-

political context in which they are embedded (Cloke et al.,2017). This public opposition, 

in turn, can significantly reduce new installations and increase costs (D’Souza & Yiridoe, 

2014). Furthermore, the development of large-scale, on-shore wind farms challenges the 

historical techno-scientific conceptualisation of the energy system (Szulecki, 2018) and 

creates new roles for the public (Walker & Cass, 2007). Hence, these new infrastructures 

contribute to the democratic restructuring of socio-technical energy regimes (Burke & 

Stephens, 2017), especially when increased opportunities for public participation are 

included in the decision-making process. Large-scale, on-shore wind farm proposals offer 

a clear example of the ever-evolving relationship between science, politics, and expertise 

at the core of the current energy transition debate (Barry, 2013; Fouquet & Pearson, 2012; 

Jasanoff, 2004).    

While most of the energy transition research focuses on increasing efficiency and reducing 

the cost of the technology (Sovacool, 2014), an ever-growing number of scholars have 

reframed the energy problem as a social issue (Nader, 1981) that requires renewables 

developers to win the hearts and minds of the public (Sovacool, 2009a). Wind energy is 

hence conceptualised as contingent on social and historical developments (Khoo, 2005; 



2 
 

Walker & Cass, 2007) that emerge from the constant interaction between materials and 

human needs (Ayres, 1943; De Gregori, 1987; Pickering, 1989; Zimmermann, 1964). This 

shift in interest is anchored in the understanding that socio-cultural factors are the key 

barrier to current and future uptake of wind energy (Breukers & Wolsink, 2007; Cloke et 

al.,2017; McLaren Loring, 2007; Wolsink, 2007b).  

A socio-technical perspective highlights the influence of soft causal elements, such as 

political decisions, social attitudes and economic constraints, on technology development 

(Bijker et al., 1987; Coutard, 1999; Elzen et al.2004; Hughes, 1983; Jones & Bissell, 2011; 

Kline & Pinch 1996) and raises questions of just sustainability (Agyeman, 2013). Most 

notably, local opposition to wind farm proposals has critically reduced installation rates 

(Haggett, 2011; Sovacool & Ratan, 2012; Wüstenhagen et al., 2007) and undermined their 

image as a positive innovation (Verbong & Geels, 2007). To redress this situation, public 

participation has become ‘the latest discursive rubric under which contestation is played 

out’ (Jasanoff, 2011a, p.624) and the staple for creating the behavioural changes necessary 

to achieve the desired technological development (Lee et al. 2012).  

Understanding public participation as a policy instrument means recognising that its 

practice is shaped by a non-neutral process influenced by ideological, cultural and political 

characteristics (Bagchus, 1998; Hood, 2007; Sabatier & Mazmanian, 1980), as well as 

existing and evolving power relationships (Lascoumes & La Galés, 2007, p.11). Yet, 

critical scholars have long highlighted the tendency of most of the current public 

participation research to overlook these features. For instance, they argue that this literature 

often considers public participation as an absolute good, uses blanket arguments to foster 

it (Wolsink & Breukers, 2010), ignores its drawbacks and deficiencies (Chilvers & Burgess, 

2008; Metzger et al., 2017; Rydin et al., 2018; Wynne, 2007), and does not account for the 

fact that not everyone wants to and/or can participate in all forms of participatory process 

on all kind of issues (Cornwall, 2008; Williams et al., 2001). These critiques help explain 

why scholars often struggle to account for why participatory approaches to environmental 

management sometimes fail to deliver the desired outcomes (see Reed et al., 2018) and to 

foster an inclusive, equitable and socially responsive energy transition (Chilvers & 

Longhurst, 2016). To overcome these limitations, critical scholars call for “an analytically 

sceptical (but not dismissive) perspective” (Irwin, 2006, p.300) that focuses on the 

construction, performance, power, and discourse of participation (Chilvers, 2009).  
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It is within this emerging branch of the literature that the contribution of this thesis is 

situated. Specifically, this research sets out to investigate how local authorities contribute 

to the implementation of legislated participatory practices and the shaping of their three 

key constitutive elements – the public, the proposal, and the practices. In order to address 

this core research question, this thesis builds extensively on the framework of analysis for 

public participation conceptualised by Chilvers and colleagues (Chilvers, 2008, 2009, 

2012; Chilvers & Burgess, 2008; Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016a, 2016b; Chilvers & 

Longhurst, 2016; Chilvers & Pallett, 2018; Chilvers et al., 2015, 2018).  

1.2 A critical perspective on public participation 

Chilvers and colleagues (Chilvers, 2008, 2009, 2012; Chilvers & Burgess, 2008; Chilvers 

& Kearnes, 2016a, 2016b; Chilvers & Longhurst, 2016; Chilvers & Pallett, 2018; Chilvers 

et al., 2015, 2018) have labelled their approach ‘co-productionist’, to emphasise that public 

participation is the result of continuous interactions between the socio-technical system and 

the issues on which the public is asked to participate. According to this perspective, the 

who (public), the what (wind farm proposal) and the how (participatory practices) of 

participation are constructed through these interactions. The co-productionist literature, 

hence, rejects the traditional conceptualisation of participation as a fixed object that can be 

assessed based on a pre-selected number of factors, such as its representativeness, 

inclusivity and impact on decision-making (Chilvers & Pallett, 2018). Instead, they put the 

spotlight on the power dynamics that mediate relations between the actors involved in and 

excluded from the practices of participation (Swyngedouw, 2005). The processes of 

participation in decision-making (Chilvers & Longhurst, 2016), rather than their outcomes, 

are at the centre of the analysis and can inform the ways in which these participatory 

practices are implemented and planned. Hence, this thesis seeks to integrate a co-

productionist analysis with findings from the acceptance-centred literature to provide a 

more detailed picture of the participatory process and its consequences. This integrated co-

productionist analytical framework will be examined and critiqued in greater detail in 

Chapter 2.  

1.3 Local authorities and wind energy governance 

As part of the complex, long-term and multidimensional policy goal of energy transition 

(Geels, 2011; Harker et al., 2017; Marquardt, 2014; Van den Bergh et al., 2011), national 

governments often deal with renewables as a matter of multi-level governance. Since wind 
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farms have significant local externalities, by devolving decision-making power from 

central to local authorities, governments seek to increase the degree of self-regulation for 

those directly affected by its development (Hooghe & Marks, 2003; Pavlikakis & 

Tsihrintzis, 2000). Hence, most countries’ overall wind energy development is shaped by 

local decisions (Breukers & Wolsink, 2007), which in turn puts the spotlight on the local 

socio-technological dynamics shaping them.  

A multi-level governance approach to wind energy blurs the line between state and non-

state actors (Smith, 2007) and creates questions of spatial and jurisdictional configuration 

(Newig, et al., 2016). Hence, the energy transition literature has long recognised 

stakeholders’ perspectives as essential for wind energy development (see Wolsink & 

Breukers, 2010). Relevant stakeholders for wind farm proposals include but are not limited 

to local governments, environmental groups and interest groups from a variety of sectors, 

such as planners, experts, civil servants, policy-makers, lobbying groups, wind energy 

companies, indigenous groups, and union representatives. Notably, contemporary research 

highlights the socio-cultural implications of wind farms on indigenous communities (e.g. 

Huesca-Pérez et al., 2016). These considerations are particularly important for the New 

Zealand case study, as the extent of the inclusion of indigenous rights and cultural values 

in the country’ environmental legislation has long been investigated (e.g. Memon, 1993; 

Matunga, 2000).  

Each person participating in a wind farm resource consent presents their unique stake, 

interests and problem definition, which complicates the task of providing a complete 

overview of all the perspectives involved. As such the energy transition case studies often 

focus on a specific category of stakeholders (e.g. the affected public or the developers) to 

explore their interactions with the process and the other actors, rather than attempting to 

provide a comprehensive overview of all the interests at stake. Thus, this thesis focuses on 

local authorities deeply involved in consenting process of wind farms. This focus allows 

the research to contribute to the under-developed field of energy geography investigating 

the intertwined relationship between public participation, decentralisation and energy 

governance (see McKenna, 2011; Newig & Fritsch, 2009).  

Investigating local authorities’ perceptions differs significantly from assessing public and 

other stakeholders’ acceptance of the proposal due to local authorities’ focus on 

institutional factors (Agterbosch et al., 2007). Institutions are often defined as the formal 
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and informal rules, norms and conventions used to organise social, political and economic 

relations and to increase their predictability (Epstein et al. 2015; North, 1990). In respect 

to this broad definition, wind energy institutions “are vehicles for spreading specific beliefs 

on territories, populations and socio-ecological problems at specific scales they claim to be 

legitimate” (Guerrin et al., 2014, p.2406). This research focuses on a specific form of 

institution – local administrations, both regional and sub-regional. It explores their role as 

implementers of national regulations, strategies and legislation, to contribute to the 

relatively underdeveloped literature on how the implementation environment - the 

characteristics of the regulatory environment - can affect the outcomes of a policy 

(Nicholson-Crotty & Carley, 2016; Sabatier & Mazmanian, 1980).  

Focusing on local administrations in multi-level wind energy governance puts the spotlight 

on the local dimension of the politics of scale – defined as the construction of various spatial 

levels of power and their relationships with one another (Görg, 2007). Concentrating on 

the local level, in turn, offers an opportunity to investigate how the beliefs held by local 

authorities regarding public participants, wind farm proposals and the scope of public 

participation shape the authorities’ implementation of public participatory practices. This 

analysis also offers an overview of the ways in which other stakeholders contribute to the 

co-production of public participation through local authorities’ experience. In line with the 

co-productionist methodology suggested by Chilvers and colleagues (see Section 2.2.3 and 

Chapter 3), there are no pre-established criteria and categories; rather, the information 

provided by participants in a research project dictates what is discussed in the analysis. 

While this approach does not provide a comprehensive overview of all stakeholders and 

their interests and perceptions, it helps shed a light on the priorities of local authorities. It 

also furthers the understanding of the multi-level governance puzzle by exploring how local 

authorities’ interpretation of who and what matters can shape the practices of participation.  

Local authorities’ contributions to the co-production of public participation thus provide a 

useful lens to examine participatory practices, which reflect the administration’s ambitions 

and desired outcomes (Irwin & Wynne, 1996). The influence of local authorities over 

opportunities for public participation is particularly relevant for disputed issues, such as 

wind farm proposals. Not only are these issues embedded in ‘political situations’ (Barry, 

2013) that include different pre-existing, emerging, and interacting conflicts, they also 

“spark a public into being” (Marres, 2005, p.208). In such cases, the elements of the debate 

and the people involved in it cannot be assumed a priori; rather, they emerge throughout 
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the process and in interaction with other political situations (Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016b) 

and institutional framings. In other words, each debate over wind farm proposals is both 

specific to the project and, at the same time, interconnected with wider socio-political 

circumstances. This conceptualisation thus questions how standardised regulatory 

processes can address the specificity of the debate they spark, recognise the people affected 

by it, and channel their concerns. To contribute to scholarship investigating these dynamics, 

the present research focuses on the ways in which diverse local institutional forms 

specifically shape the emergence of local wind energy debate and publics.  

1.4 Aims of the research 

As outlined in the previous sections, this thesis seeks to provide empirical evidence to 

inform conceptual and theoretical ideas around the implementation of public participation 

in various contexts of multi-level wind energy governance and institutional framing. This 

focus adopts an interdisciplinary perspective anchored in science and technology studies 

(STS), human geography and political science, and a methodological framework grounded 

in an inductive and interpretative approach to cross-national case study research. Hence, 

this thesis contributes to a vast scholarship, while at the same time addressing the historic 

lack of strong empirical research on public participation and its effects in the early 2000s 

(Abelson & Gauvin, 2006) by focusing on two relatively less studied countries – New 

Zealand and Italy (see Chapter 3).  

The main aim of this thesis is to examine how local authorities contribute to the emergence 

of specific public participation practices, objects of debate and publics. Central to achieving 

this aim is the understanding of the key role played by institutional preferences, as well as 

local authorities’ imaginary public and their desired outcomes influence. These elements 

not only affect local authorities’ engagement with participatory practices, but also the of 

the opportunities for participation and debate themselves. The purpose of this research was 

thus to integrate elements from the co-production of public participation, institutional 

framing, politics of scale, and acceptance-centred literatures in order to explore the power 

relations underpinning legislated participatory practices. In recognition of the multiplicity 

of participatory practices that has emerged in different socio-political contexts, 

institutionalised participatory practices in relation to two different sets of circumstances 

have been explored. Specifically, this thesis places the analysis within the institutional 
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contexts established in New Zealand and Italy to promote wind energy development and 

achieve each country’s respective renewable electricity targets. 

In order to achieve this main aim, the thesis will aim to fulfil the following underlying 

objectives: 

● Assess the multi-level governance of wind energy in two case studies, to situate the 

debate over wind farm proposals in each country’s wider political context; 

● Compare rationales for the inclusion of participatory practices in New Zealand and 

Italy’s respective wind farm consenting processes, to provide insights into key 

institutional preferences; 

● Critically evaluate how legislative preferences affect the role of local institutions 

within and outside the statutory participatory processes, to investigate any spillover 

effects;  

● Investigate how local institutions define the affected public, and whether this 

imagined public shapes and is reflected in the opportunities for participation;  

● Explore how regulatory processes influence the debate over wind farm proposals 

and whether they result in preferred paths for resolution, while marginalising 

others.  

Each of the underlying objectives is designed to provide a more nuanced understanding of 

the key elements of public participation in the process for wind farm resource consents – 

wind farms as conflictual objects, the imagined public, multi-level institutional framing, 

deficit model, and experts as mediators (as will be expanded on in Chapter 2), while the 

main aim is a closer examination of the co-productionist model promoted by the STS 

literature. 

1.5. Introducing the case studies 

New Zealand and Italy were selected as the main case studies for this research for three key 

reasons. First, there is a lack of research on both countries’ wind energy development and 

public participation practices. Second, they have significant commensurable features. They 

are both developed economies with democratic regimes that have incorporated statutory 

provisions for public engagement in their resource consent processes (e.g. New Zealand’s 

Resource Management Act, 1991 and Italy’s Environmental Impact Assessment) and have 

decentralised their energy planning and consenting to local authorities. Because a country’s 
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regimes affect the spaces available for public engagement and its practices (Cornwall, 

2008; Gaventa & Barret, 2012), these similarities offer a common governance framework 

as the basis for comparison. Third, while New Zealand and Italy are both committed to 

public participation and offer comparable statutory opportunities, the delegation of 

authority and the practices implemented vary substantially between the two countries. The 

New Zealand case study focuses principally on the Waikato District Council, and the Italian 

case study addresses the Tuscan experience. Because case selection is crucial to case study 

research (Gerring, & Cojocaru, 2016), Chapter 3 provides a more detailed explanation of 

the case study selection process.  

1.6 Structure of the thesis 

The following chapters of this thesis are structured around the central research aim. 

Chapter 2 provides the theoretical underpinning for the research question by tracing key 

themes within the energy governance and public participation literature. The chapter first 

explores the evolution of the energy transition literature and situates the research within the 

emerging focus on participation as a co-produced process. Secondly, it critically examines 

the elements of participation - the debate over wind farm proposals and the public - as 

institutionally framed, constructed and imagined.  

Chapter 3 outlines the methodological framework employed to interrogate the two case 

studies. The first section situates this research in the context of qualitative studies, focusing 

on researcher’s positionality and case study selection. The following sections describe the 

qualitative methods employed for the data collection, namely an open-ended question 

survey, semi-structured interviews, and policy and document analysis, along with the tool 

used for data analysis and the ethical considerations underpinning the different aspects of 

the study. 

Chapter 4 explores how New Zealand’s participatory processes actively construct the 

public, the issue and the procedural formats of participation regarding wind energy matters. 

Specifically, the chapter focuses on local governments’ framing of the provisions for 

invited public participation during large-scale wind farm resource consents. To explore 

these frames and their co-productionist effects, the chapter first evaluates how wind energy 

and public participation are recognised and implemented in the national and local political-

administrative landscape. Building on this assessment, the second part of the chapter 
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focuses on the data collected to investigate the role of local councils, their framing of the 

resource consent process, and their understanding of both the public and external experts.  

Chapter 5 focuses on Italy’s consenting process for large-scale wind farms and local 

authority efforts to implement legislated, invited public participation in the process, in 

particular the role of regional and municipal authorities in the co-production of the three 

key elements of participation (its public, object and practices). The first sections situate this 

analysis within the wider framework of the European and Italian legislation that is driving 

the country’s transition to renewable energy and public participation efforts. These findings 

are then integrated with the interview and survey data to investigate the regional and 

municipal authorities’ framing of the consenting process, and how those perceptions affect 

opportunities for public participation and the issues on which the public is called to 

participate. 

Chapter 6 compares and contrasts the lessons learned from the case studies to highlight key 

elements of the co-production of public participation in the two countries. The chapter first 

explores the differences and similarities in the two countries’ approaches to wind energy 

governance as they set the stage for the introduction of public participatory practices. The 

rest of the chapter focuses on the impacts of institutional framing on the three key elements 

of participation, their mutual interactions, and the involvement of local government.  

Chapter 7 draws conclusions from the case studies comparison provided in Chapter 6. It 

first grounds these conclusions within the analytical themes informed by the constructivist 

participation literature outlined in Chapter 2, and then discusses them in relation to the aim 

of the thesis described in Chapter 1. Finally, it provides the three key lessons learnt and 

reflects on the limitations of this research, as well as prospects for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Public 

participation and large-scale 

wind farm consenting 

processes 
 

 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter provides a review of the literature pertaining to wind energy governance and 

public participation. It traces the emergence of a co-productionist approach to the study of 

public participation in energy matters, focusing on the processes of participation rather than 

its product. Specifically, the chapter explores the role of local administrations in wind farm 

governance and in the co-production of public participation. The concluding sections offer 

an appraisal of the information deficit shaping institution-public relationships and its 

impact on the employment of experts’ knowledge.  

2.2. Participation and environmental governance 

Public participation has been the subject of political and philosophical analysis since the 

time of ancient Greece, and the meanings assigned to the term have evolved substantially 

over this period. For instance, while participatory practices are traditionally associated with 

democratic elections and delegated democracy (Pateman, 1970), the current participatory 

literature advocates for a shift away from this representative approach towards more direct 

public engagement and involvement (Dryzek, 2002; Ehrenstein & Laurent, 2016). These 

calls have resulted in a series of constitutional changes (Jasanoff, 2011a) that make 

participation a quasi-mandatory fixture of contemporary environmental planning and 

governance (Ehrenstein & Laurent, 2016). As part of this phenomenon - often referred to 

as the ‘participatory turn’ - most countries encourage a collaborative approach to energy 

management and require planners and decision-makers to adequately inform, consult and 
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engage with the public in a timely manner (Agterbosch et al., 2007; Eltham et al., 2008; 

Haggett, 2008; Healey, 2005; MacLaren, 2007). The ratification of the Aårhus Convention 

provided a clear signal of the transnational commitment to facilitate citizen input and 

influence decision-making processes (United Nations Economic Commission for Europe, 

1998).  

Participatory discourses and practices have taken a variety of forms across the different 

sectors of socio-political domains. This thesis defines public participation as the processes 

that guarantee the public the opportunity to contribute individually or collectively to 

decision-making. This broad definition encompasses both active and passive practices and, 

following Burby (2003) and Monno and Khakee (2012), highlights the distinction between 

individual and collective participation. Individual participation is a quantitative 

phenomenon that raises questions about the capability of each participant to intervene in 

complex administrative issues. In contrast, collective participation is categorised as a 

qualitative issue with greater capacity to influence decision-makers, but less accountability 

to the single participant. Hence, when combined, these definitions account for the range of 

practices, power relationships and rationales that are generally discussed in the public 

participation literature.  

Currently, there is an overwhelming consensus that a shift from “a legitimation through 

knowledge to a legitimation through participation” can foster democracy and inclusion as 

well as process efficiency (Metzger et al., 2017, p.2524). This consensus is based on two 

key assumptions. First, public participation can help address what is perceived as the crisis 

of both representative democracy (Bobbio & Pomatto, 2007) and science governance 

(Irwin, 2006). Second, public participation can increase public acceptance, as it helps to 

present scientific institutions as reliable brokers of public debate and to affirm the 

authoritative role of science in decision-making (Irwin, 2006). Embedded in these two 

assumptions are three key rationales for public participation - normative, instrumental, and 

substantive (Fiorino, 1990). Within these three overarching rationales, the contemporary 

public-participation literature also offers multiple nuanced and overlapping reasons for the 

introduction of these practices (Barton, 2006), as summarised in Table 2.1. The literature 

review highlights how scholars often overlook the rationale behind the participatory 

practices implemented in their case studies to focus on the outcomes. However, different 

rationales for public participation result in different participatory practices (Fiorino, 1990).  
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Table 2.1 The main rationales for public participation, their driving factors, and main objectives. 

1. Rationales  2. Aim  3. Driving factors  4. Objectives  

5. Normative 6. To address the 

incompatibility 

between a 

technocratic 

approach to 

governance and 

democratic ideals 

(Fiorino, 1990). 

7.  

8. The public are the 

best judge of their 

own interests 

(Knudsen, 2015). 

9. To manage 

uncertain, complex 

and/or ambiguous 

risks (Klain et al., 

2018). 

10. To increase the 

transparency and 

legitimacy of these 

processes (Eltham et 

al., 2008). 

11. Instrumental  12. To achieve better 

policy outcomes 

(Fiorino, 1990). 

13.  

14. Public’s growing 

demands for more 

direct involvement 

(Colvin et al., 2016). 

15. Decisions based only 

on technical and 

scientific assessments 

raise strong public 

concerns and 

opposition (Cass, 

2006; Owen et al., 

2004). 

16.  

17. To address public 

discontent (Breukers 

& Wolsink, 2007; 

Wolsink, 1996, 

2000). 

18. To further trust in 

institutions (Barnett 

et al., 2007). 

19. To foster 

distributional and 

procedural justice 

(Bailey & Darkal, 

2018; Devine-

Wright, 2008; 

Munday et al., 2011; 

Wolsink, 2007a). 

20. Substantive  21. To strengthen the 

scientific outcomes 

of the decision-

making process 

through the 

incorporation of 

public knowledge 

(Fiorino, 1990). 

22. Scientific data alone 

does not provide all 

the answers for 

complex 

environmental issues 

(Wassen et al., 2011).  

23. To incorporate 

public suggestions 

(Jami & Walsh, 

2014). 

Because most decision-makers consider participation as a tokenistic tool to collect public 

opinion during specifically dedicated events (see Chilvers & Pallett, 2018), they only grant 

the public limited influence over the final outcome (Armeni, 2016). Furthermore, if 

institutions are not upfront regarding their rationale, it can result in uncertainty, which can 

in turn create new sources of conflict (Knudsen et al., 2015; White, 1996). This potential 

uncertainty may also exacerbate the divide between institutional preferences for increased 

effectiveness and the common public desire to open up democracy (Braun & Schultz, 2009; 
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Tahvilzadeh, 2015; Welsh & Wynne, 2013) to obtain direct influence on decision-making 

outcomes (Monno & Khakee, 2012; Mulvaney et al.,  2013a). These conflicting rationales 

can then result in the public perceiving that their opinions have been ignored, which may 

fuel negative attitudes towards new projects (Jami & Walsh, 2014; Janhunen et al., 2018; 

Matosu & Maruyama, 2016; Wolsink, 2007b).  

At the core of the lack of scholarly engagement with the rationales underlying the 

implementation of participatory practices is the generally held conceptualisation of public 

participation as an absolute good (Rydin & Pennington, 2000), a democratic right (Reeds, 

2008), and self-evidently necessary (Irvin & Stansbury, 2004). In the public participation 

scholarship, it is rare to find arguments against increased participation (Irvin & Stansbury, 

2004), and in practice, public participation is often endorsed without reserve (Cohen & 

Uphoff, 1980). While grounded in empirical data, this overwhelming support for increased 

participation risks overlooking its potential flaws, especially in the context of neoliberal 

instrumental politics aimed at gaining consensus, reducing public costs and broadening the 

privatisation of public services (Bartoletti & Faccioli, 2016; Moini, 2012). The scholarship 

focusing on the study of public participation in the context of wind energy installations 

provides a clear example of these considerations and a priori assumptions, especially given 

its focus on acceptance.  

2.2.1 Public participation and the wind energy, acceptance-centred 

literature  

The desire to enhance project acceptance is amongst the key drivers for the inclusion of 

public participation within resource consents for large-scale wind farm proposals (Howard, 

2015; Jami & Walsh, 2014; King et al., 1998). International comparative research shows 

that participation can influence acceptance, as it can increase the perception of a ‘fair’ 

process, which in turn can increase the tolerance of its outcome (Rand & Hoen, 2017). 

Hence, numerous studies have explored public acceptance of wind energy (e.g. Graham et 

al., 2009; Rand & Hoen, 2017; Lienhoop, 2018) and traced the patterns of their different 

stakes and beliefs to assess the ‘policy belief systems’ (Sabatier, 1998) at the core of their 

acceptance of or opposition to the proposals.  

For instance, the literature has highlighted various elements that contribute to public 

acceptance of wind farms, including, but not limited to, the characteristics of the projects 

(Graham et al. 2009), individual values and beliefs (Ek, 2005; Ellis, Barry, & Robinson, 
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2007; Szarka, 2004; Warren & Birnie, 2009), local and community ownership (MacArthur, 

2016; Seyfang et al., 2013; Toke et al.,, 2008), local involvement (Motosu & Yasushi, 

2016), and community benefits (Bidwell, 2013). Calls to increase participation are 

particularly derivative of the branch of scholarship that investigates the links between 

acceptance and the political and institutional context (Forunis & Fortin, 2016; Zografos & 

Martínez-Alier, 2009), and in particular the characteristics of the consenting process 

(D’Sousa & Yiridoe, 2014; Devine-Wright, 2011; Hindmarsh & Matthews, 2008; Sari et 

al., 2018; Wüstenhagen et al., 2007). These considerations bring to the forefront discussion 

over the capacity of decision-making processes to address public discontent (Breukers & 

Wolsink, 2007; Wolsink, 1996, 2000), incorporate public suggestions (Jami & Walsh, 

2014), and foster energy justice (Bailey & Darkhal, 2018; Sovacool & Dworkin, 2014, 

p.13). Public participation thus emerges as an almost obvious tool to address these issues.  

Public participation in decision-making over wind farms can foster three of the four 

elements highlighted by Hall et al. (2013) as essential to social acceptance: (1) trust - as a 

reflection of the relationship between the community and the governing institution that 

affects social acceptability mostly indirectly via perceived risks and benefits (Cvetkovich 

& Lofstedt, 1999; Huijts, Molnia, & Steg, 2012); (2) distributional justice - the 

community’s expectations for justice in terms of how costs and benefits are distributed 

(Cowell, Bristow, & Munday, 2011; Wüstenhagen et al. 2007); and (3) procedural justice 

- the public’s expectations that the decision-making process be open, transparent, 

participatory, and based on honesty along with unbiased and complete information (Gross, 

2007)1. These elements highlight the way public participation is often used to foster 

acceptance in the community affected by the specific project. Hence, to avoid ambiguity, 

and building on Wolsink (2016), Upham et al. (2015), and Wüstenhagen et al. (2007), it is 

useful to distinguish between the two key forms of acceptance and their implications. 

Community acceptance comprises the intentions (acceptance) and attitudes (acceptability) 

held by the local public towards a specific wind farm proposal. On the other hand, public 

acceptance refers to the wider public’s acceptance and acceptability towards wind energy 

technology in general. This distinction highlights how actors at different scales focus on 

different objects: while community actors are confronted with the concrete reality of a 

 
1 The fourth of these elements is place attachment - the identity and meanings that residents draw from 

their surrounding landscape. The higher the place attachment, the higher the extent of perceived impact on 

the local landscape (Devine-Wright, 2009; Devine-Wright & Howes, 2010). 
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specific wind farm, the general public is usually concerned with the abstract idea of wind 

energy. Furthermore, individuals often hold different levels of acceptance according to the 

specific object. For instance, an individual can support a national target for increased wind 

farm generation, while also opposing a specific wind farm. Finally, considerations of 

benefits and externalities affect individual acceptance differently according to the specific 

levels and objects of acceptance. For example, considerations of climate change are more 

relevant to public acceptance of wind energy, while public participation will have a higher 

impact on community acceptance.  

Focusing on community acceptance requires an engagement with the terms ‘community’ 

and ‘local’ and their long history of evolving and fluid meanings (Delanty, 2003). Scholars 

(e.g. Aiken et al., 2017; MacArthur, 2015; MacArthur & Matthewman, 2018; Walker, 

2011) have long warned that taking these terms at face value can hinder both the theoretical 

validity and depth of the academic debate. Building on these arguments, this thesis seeks 

to investigate the meanings attributed to the terms by local authorities and how these 

definitions affect participatory practices (see Chapter 6) and reflect their rationales.  

Exploring the local dimension of energy governance also allows for observing the three 

dimensions of acceptance as highlighted by Wüstenhagen et al. (2007): socio-political (of 

policymakers and key stakeholders), market (of investors and consumers) and community 

(of those most directly affected by the development). Since these three dimensions are 

intertwined and continuously influence one another (Sovacool, 2009b), it is impossible to 

clearly separate the contributions of each dimension to overall wind energy acceptance. For 

instance, different policymakers’ rationales for public participation result in different 

participatory practices (Fiorino, 1990). Similarly, different rationales for public 

participation target different levels of acceptance (as summarised in Figure 2.1).  

For instance, public participation is often endorsed as a way of limiting potential social 

conflict and opposition to wind energy projects (Bell et al., 2005; Jami & Walsh, 2014, 

2016; Sovacool & Ratan, 2012), while local concerns about its possible externalities are 

often framed as an obstacle to overcome (Rydin et al., 2015). Hence, most policy-makers 

(Barben, 2010) and developers (Sauter & Watson, 2007) are only interested in passive 

acceptance or passive rejection of the project, often through public consultations, rather 

than its active support. These passive desired outcomes are reflected in the extent of the 

practices put in place to achieve the desired outcome.  
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Figure 2.1 Types of acceptance (Motosu & Maruyama, 2016). 

Despite these differences in levels and types of acceptance, the acceptance literature rarely 

qualifies the degree of acceptance participatory practices are seeking to enhance or the link 

between different practices and different outcomes. Hence, acknowledging these different 

rationales and scopes, this thesis adopts Barben’s (2007) epistemological shift from the 

analysis of ‘acceptance’ to the analysis of ‘acceptance politics’, defined here as attempts to 

reduce opposition to projects. Putting the spotlight on the politics around the concept of 

social acceptance means shifting the analysis from a fixed object to the process put in place 

to achieve it. This shift aligns with an emerging branch of the STS literature that focuses 

on public participation as co-produced. To understand the impact of this critical branch of 

the STS literature, the next sections provide an historical overview of the traditional 

approach to public participation studies and the changes introduced by co-productionist 

approaches.   

2.2.2 Developmental and evaluative studies: categorising and evaluating 

public participation  

The public engagement literature has traditionally been dominated by its developmental 

strand, which seeks to establish the merits of participation and offer a definitive 

categorisation of its practices to provide “clarity through specificity” (Cohen & Uphoff, 
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1980, p. 213). Most of these categorisations focus on top-down approaches (with Pattie et 

al., [2003] as a notable exception) and are based on one of the following criteria: 

• Level of participation (Arnstein, 1969; Burns, Hambleton, & Hoggett, 1994); 

• Direction of information flow (Rowe & Frewer, 2005); 

• Type of engagement (Pattie et al., 2003); 

• Interests of participants and decision-makers (White, 1996). 

Arnstein’s (1969) ‘ladder of participation’ is one of the earliest categorisation attempts 

based on the extent of citizens' power. This categorisation stresses the divide between those 

practices that are only ‘the empty rituals’ and do not involve any transfer of power to the 

public, and those that ensure participants’ control over the final decision (Arnstein, 1969, 

p.216). Through the years, additional concepts and investigative lenses have been added to 

this original categorisation. For instance, Figure 2.2 summarises how the ladder of 

participation would look at the local authority level, which is the level at the centre of this 

analysis. 

Figure 2.2 depicts one of the key modifications to Arnstein’s (1969) ladder, specifically the 

notion of ‘spheres of influence’ (Burns et al., 1994). This concept helps highlight how the 

level of participants’ control over participation changes according to its specific scale, and 

that benefits gained in one sphere do not automatically translate into benefits in other 

spheres. Using the image of a ladder is a clear example of the normative nature of the 

categorising literature, as it visually places each practice on an axis of ‘good’ - more 

meaningful participation, and ‘bad’ - less meaningful participation (Cornwall, 2008). The 

greatest transfer of power and information is portrayed as the best option. This view results 

in calls for each participatory opportunity to enable a bidirectional flow of information 

(Cowell et al., 2011; Ellis et al., 2007; Klain et al., 2017) and to avoid alienating potential 

and conditional participants (Wolsink, 1996; 2007a; Wüstenhagen et al., 2007). Underlying 

these recommendations is the understanding that participation needs to be constantly 

expanded and perfected (Rydin & Pennington, 2000) against ‘best practice’ criteria such as 

impact on decision-making and flow of information (Chilvers et al., 2018). 
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Figure 2.2 Ladder of citizen empowerment at the local level (adapted from Burns et al., 1994) 

This normative understanding creates a compelling argument for formative evaluation 

(Abelson & Gauvin, 2006; Weiss, 1998), evaluation for judgement (Patton, 1997) and 

retrospective evaluation (Chess, 2010) of public participation. At the core of this branch of 
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research is the need to establish pre-given criteria (Frewer & Rowe, 2005, p.94) and 

information-gathering methods (Brown & Chin, 2013) against which to compare real-life 

practices to predict future behaviours. The numerous studies that have attempted to 

elaborate these evaluative frameworks (e.g. Chess, 2000; Chess & Purcell, 1999; Edwards 

et al., 2008; Mannarini & Talò, 2013; Rowe & Frewer, 2004) are mostly organised around 

the analysis of the representativeness, transparency, influence, and information access 

provided by these practices (Brown & Chin, 2013) at each of the three stages of 

participation - the information stage, participatory procedures and outcome (Edwards et al., 

2008).  

Yet, the evaluative branch of public participation remains extremely contested (DeCaro & 

Stokes, 2013), and no scholar has been successful in creating a set of ‘universal criteria’ 

that can be used to evaluate the entire range of participation practices. This failure is linked 

to four key factors: (1) the complex and value-laden nature of participation as a concept; 

(2) the absence of universal criteria to assess successes and failures; (3) the absence of an 

agreed-on evaluation method; and (4) the limited number of reliable measurement tools 

(Rosener, 1981). Efforts to address each of these challenges are also complicated by the 

need to balance the desire to create a universal definition of participation against locally 

specific procedures and outcomes (Rowe & Frewer, 2004), and to reflect both the 

theoretical background and participants’ goals and pragmatic outcomes (Chess & Purcell, 

1999). Methodological criticisms also point to the failure of most studies to clearly 

distinguish between empirical reference and normative discourse (Cornwall & Coelho, 

2007) and to accurately define the purpose, features and dimensions of participation 

(Abelson & Gauvin, 2006).  

Among these criticisms, an emerging branch of the STS literature highlights that these 

evaluative approaches, while seeking to address the deficiencies of technocratic 

governance, often ignore key issues of participation (Chilvers & Burgess, 2008). Fuelling 

these criticisms is the understanding that the evaluative studies are rooted in normative 

theories of deliberative democracy and communicative rationalities (Dryzek, 2002; 

Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016c; Ehrenstein & Laurent, 2016), which ignore the fact that not all 

forms of participation affect community and individual empowerment in the same way 

(Mannarini & Talò, 2013). For instance, empirical studies show that no form of 

participation in energy transitions can ever be fully inclusive (Fung, 2006; Walker et al., 
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2010); rather, all forms perpetuate the exclusion of some potential participants and favour 

some outcomes over others (see Chilvers et al., 2017). According to Chilvers (2008) this 

‘technocracy of participation’ promotes public engagement without recognising that 

participation is sensitive to the same deficiencies as other governance methods (e.g. 

perpetuating the deficit model, or instrumental use of participation to justify pre-made 

decisions), which is limiting. It is on the basis of these critiques that the co-produced 

approach to participation embraced by this thesis is introduced.  

2.2.3 Public participation as a co-produced process  

As previously stated, this research focuses on the process of public participation and how 

different elements contribute to its co-construction. This approach therefore builds 

substantially on the co-productionist strand of participatory research. At the core of that 

scholarship is the understanding that public participation is “an integral part of the 

consolidation of an imposed and authoritarian neo-liberalism, celebrating the virtues of 

self-managed risk, prudence, and self-responsibility” (Swyngedouw, 2005, p.1998). Rather 

than an absolute good, participation is conceptualised as a policy instrument shaped by a 

non-neutral process influenced by ideological, cultural and political characteristics 

(Bagchus, 1998; Hood, 2007; Sabatier & Mazmanian, 1980) that “reveals a (fairly explicit) 

theorisation of the relationship between the governing and the governed” (Lascoumes & 

La Galés, 2007, p.11). This conceptualisation resists fixed, pre-given meanings of 

participation and its constituent elements due to the associated push towards adopting a 

dominant, normative and restrictive definition of participation. Chilvers and Longhurst 

(2016) define normative and evaluative studies of public participation as a form of residual 

realism that hides the potential negative effects of participation (Chilvers & Pallett, 2018) 

and risks overlooking any discrepancies between the actual practice of public participation 

(performed participation), the ideal model traced in the literature, and the participation 

desired by the public (preferred participation) (Mejlgaard & Stares, 2013). Finally, because 

residual realism continues to inform political approaches to participation, it can also hinder 

the ability of participatory practices to achieve the equitable, inclusive and socially 

responsive decision-making process they advocate (Chilvers & Longhurst, 2016).  

Contrary to residual realism, and building on Chilvers and colleagues, this thesis focuses 

on participation as the result of continuous interactions between the socio-technical system 

and the issues on which the public is asked to participate. This approach seeks to move past 
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the conceptualisation of the public as a ‘conceptual mirror onto which questionable 

assumptions about public perceptions and attitudes are projected’ and wind farms “as 

objects of opposing perceptions and discourses … rather … [they] are seen as embedded 

within the complex fabric of society” (Barben, 2010, p.282). Consequently, this approach 

does not view public participation as a unitary, discrete episode, but rather as an on-going 

process of ‘eventuation’ (Michael, 2016; Michael & Rosengarden, 2013) or ‘structuration’ 

(Giddens, 1984) in which a variety of social and material elements (e.g. technology, 

institutions, and the public) interact and mutually shape each other and the event itself 

(Barad, 2007; Fraser, 2010). This understanding puts the spotlight on the power dynamics 

that mediate relations between the actors involved in and excluded from the practices of 

participation (Swyngedouw, 2005). Focusing on these settings, in turn, helps explore the 

process of participation and those involved in it (Gomart & Hajer, 2003).  

Following this approach, notions of both participation and governance are reframed 

(Ehrenstein & Laurent, 2016). Chilvers et al. (2018) introduce an analytical framework for 

studying how the collective participatory process actively construct the publics (who), the 

issue (what) and procedural formats (how) of participation. Building on this framework, 

this thesis seeks to contribute to the growing but still underdeveloped empirical research 

on co-produced participation (Chilvers & Pallett, 2018). Figure 2.3 illustrates the 

framework of analysis used in the two case studies, which reflects the core understanding 

that those who participate, their interests and how they evolve over time shape which 

participatory practices are possible over a wind farm proposal (Lovins, 1998). These 

processes also contribute to the construction and reproduction of the very actors, capacities, 

agency, interests, concerns, rights, and identities that participation it is supposed to 

challenge (Chilvers, 2008; Wynne, 2007). Hence, participatory practices, their objects and 

publics cannot be separated from the ways in which they are mediated and configured by 

particular institutional settings (Chilvers & Pallett, 2018; Lee et al., 2012). Figure 2.3 

highlights how local administrations’ beliefs and frames regarding the public, the wind 

farms, and participatory practices contribute to shaping public participation.  

The image also emphasises how each element contributes to the co-production of the 

others, while at the same time being immersed in a set of nationally legislated preferences. 

To provide more in-depth analysis of each these key elements, the following sections 

overview the key literature on the role of local administrations in a multi-governance 

system, the object of participation (wind farms), and the public. These dedicated literature 
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reviews in turn help reiterate the central role of these elements in the processes of applied 

public participation. 

 

Figure 2.3 Analytical framework adopted for this research. 

2.3 Local authorities and public participation  

The complex relationship between the public and local authorities is at the core of applied 

public participation (McKenna, 2011). On the one hand, proximity to their residents makes 

it easier for local authorities to interact with them and learn about their views and interests 

(Betsill & Bulkeley, 2006; Evans et al., 2006; Lafferty, 2001). On the other hand, local 

authorities do not always have the instruments to act on this knowledge. For instance, wind 

farm proposals can put significant pressure on local administrations that are required to 

balance national targets and policies with local interests (Laurian & Crawford, 2016; 

MacLaren Loring, 2007). In the wind energy literature, there is substantial evidence of the 

intertwined relationship between local institutions and community acceptance of wind farm 

proposals (Breukers & Wolsink, 2007; Burningham et al., 2015; Devine-Wright, 2005b; 
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Haggett, 2008; Nicholson-Crotty & Carley, 2016). For instance, local governments’ ability 

to translate national policy objectives into locally accepted policies affects overall wind 

energy development (Wüstenhagen et al., 2007). The empirical evidence also suggests that, 

on issues with which the public is not familiar, their trust in local institutions is a key driver 

of their acceptance of the project (Alberts, 2007; Frantál, 2015; Hall et al. 2015; Greenberg, 

2009). Additionally, studies also show that the outcome of consenting processes is often 

determined by local planning officers’ objection to or acceptance of the proposal, which in 

turn is often shaped by local residents’ attitudes (see Toke, 2005). On the other hand, local 

authorities’ partial and/or half-hearted implementation of participatory practices can result 

in institutional failure and loss of legitimation and knowledge (Jami & Walsh, 2014; 

Janhunen et al., 2018; Matosu & Maruyama, 2016; Wolsink, 2007b). These considerations 

are particularly relevant while local governments remain an under-researched field of 

analysis in the sustainability literature (Pollitt, 2010; Van den Brande et al., 2012), 

especially in the context of multi-level governance (Cowell et al., 2017). 

Multi-level governance is ‘a set of general-purpose or functional jurisdictions that enjoy 

some degree of autonomy within a common governance arrangement and whose actors 

claim to engage in an enduring interaction in pursuit of a common good’ (Enderlein et al., 

2010, p.4). These jurisdictions challenge the notion of national governments as the 

hegemonic centres of political power and administrative coordination (Castells, 2011) 

through the process of devolution - “the transfer of authority to make decisions on behalf 

of society from a higher to a lower level of government” (Kerr, 1998, p.1). Since devolution 

requires local authorities to provide a democratic local voice for a specific and localised 

community and represent local views in their policies and plans (Rydin et al., 2018), public 

participation in local decision-making is at the core of devolution processes (Ruffilli, 1990). 

Participatory practices are hence one of the key tools used to create forms of ‘governance-

beyond-the-state’ (Swyngedouw, 2005) and increase self-regulation among those directly 

affected by a development (Pavlikakis & Tsihrintzis, 2000) with the aim of creating a more 

adaptive and sustainable governance (Pahl-Wostl, 2009; Rhodes, 1997; Walti, 2004).  

The devolution of the energy governance system has led the emergence of new, pro-active 

and innovative roles for local governments (Bale et al., 2012; Bulkeley & Kern, 2006; Guy 

& Marvin, 1996). In particular, empirical research shows that local governments have been 

among the most active actors in matters of energy transition (Wood & Thompson, 2012), a 
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role that should be further expanded according to the political science literature (see Bache 

& Flinders 2005; Cowell et al., 2017; Papadopoulos, 2007). However, tensions in wind 

power development also tend to promote the centralisation of decision-making (Cowell, 

2010; Toke et al., 2008). These recentralising drivers are built on the understanding that 

decentralisation of energy governance results in the “fragmentation of knowledge and of 

the exercise of power and control, autonomy, interactions and interdependencies and the 

collapse of the public/private distinction” (Black, 2002, p.6), which reduce the 

effectiveness of these regimes.  

In light of the above arguments, four key questions emerge with regard to decentralisation 

of wind farm consenting processes.  

1. Whether local authorities have the resources and capacities to achieve their targets 

(Warner 1999); 

2. Whether central government has the capacity to provide clear policy direction and 

adequate funding to support local authorities in their expanded roles (Honadle, 

2001; Raadschelders & Vigoda-Gadot, 2015); 

3. Whether complex societal and environmental matters are better addressed at higher 

and more centralised levels of governance (Jordan 2000; Meadowcroft 2002; Young 

et al., 2006);  

4. Whether democratically elected local representatives can maintain political control 

and accountability when there is multi-actor public participation (Hirst, 2000).  

Answering these questions requires understanding the relationship between public 

participation, decentralisation and energy governance (McKenna, 2011; Newig & Fritsch, 

2009). Because governance methods and the objects being governed are mutually 

configuring (Jessop, 1997) and institutional framing shapes public participation (Marres, 

2005; Wynne, 2005), answering these questions requires a deeper understanding of wind 

farms as the object of governance and debate. 

2.4 Local authorities and the debate over wind farm 

proposals  

Understanding the role local authorities play in the co-production of public participation is 

particularly important, as the arbitrary and ad hoc manner by which wind farm proposals 
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are assessed is one of the main sources of controversy (D’Sousa & Yiridoe, 2014) and can 

contribute to the emergence of ‘trolls’ (Aas et al., 2017; Bay-Larsen, 2012) who trigger 

opposition. Furthermore, controversies over wind farm proposals are never isolated. Rather, 

they are embedded in ‘political situations’ (Barry, 2013) encompassing a multiplicity of 

conflicts and disagreements that go beyond the issue of a particular wind farm. Participants 

have different understandings, not only about “what is known about a problem, and why it 

matters, but also about the existence of the very problem about which they disagree” (Barry, 

2012, p.330). Hence, wind farms are open to a multiplicity of framings, each producing 

separate interests and desired outcomes (Pieraccini, 2015), and each claiming to speak in 

the name of both the public interest and science (Irwin & Horst, 2016). Ultimately, these 

contrasting perceptions and narratives are the key elements of the wind energy debate, 

rather than disagreements over technical factors (Juerges & Newig, 2015). For instance, 

there is considerable tension between a narrative that emphasises wind energy’s 

contribution to the collective good through providing low carbon energy and one that 

focuses on the negative impacts for the communities close by, such as roadworks and 

altered visual amenity value (Haggett, 2008; Huber & Horbaty, 2010; Warren et al., 2005). 

These contrasting claims, in turn, reduce the ability of scientific evidence to provide the 

basis for consensus, which is therefore seldom achieved (Barry, 2013).  

The multiple possible framings around wind farm proposals put the spotlight on 

institutional framing processes (see Kiser & Ostrom 1982; Schön & Rein, 1994; van Hulst 

& Yanow, 2016), here defined as the political and self-conscious process through which 

specific institutions select and organise the frames they use to stabilise and reproduce 

specific issues (Castell, 2016; Vermulen & Raab, 2007). These elements respond to the 

decision-makers’ need to define the parameters and the perimeters of wind farm proposals 

in order to discuss them (Callon et al., 2009) and convert them into tangible debates and 

actions (Irwin & Horst, 2016). There is, hence, an inevitable degree of artificiality around 

these processes (Stirling, 2008), which reflects and maintains existing power relationships 

and contradicts the ‘myth of the best argument’ (Pellizzoni 2001), according to which 

institutions always adopt the most persuasive idea. Instead, institutions’ preferences are 

shaped by a variety of existing and mutually influencing frames used to cope with the 

uncertainties and complexities of weighing multiple interests (Chilvers, 2008). Adapting 

these understandings of framing dynamics to this research project means recognising that 

local administrations engage with consenting and participatory processes in a way that 
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reflects their ambitions, desired outcomes (Irwin & Wynne, 1996), and beliefs about wind 

farms (Cornwell et al., 2013; MacArthur, 2015).  

While the frames for the debate around each wind farm cannot be assumed from the 

beginning, as they emerge with each proposal, the literature highlights two core conflicting 

characteristics of these projects. First, wind farms create a break with the traditional 

geography of energy production (Ekins, 2004) and contribute to the construction of new 

forms for energy geography (Hughes, 1983). In the case of fossil fuels, the geography of 

energy production is particularly favourable to community acceptance, as there is usually 

substantial separation between their consumption and production points. While the 

production points of fossil fuels remain invisible to most final consumers, wind energy 

production is extremely visible, thus affecting its community acceptance (Sovacool, 

2009c). Secondly, the decentralisation of the energy system introduced by wind energy 

creates new roles for consumers who can become neighbours of, and possible investors and 

partners in, energy power plants (Walker & Cass, 2007). These different roles also spark 

conflicting ideas around the hierarchy of the different dimensions of sustainable 

development, such as environmental conservation and climate change concerns (Fletcher, 

2010; Hastik et al., 2015; Jackson, 2011; McCully, 2001; Ohl & Eichhorn, 2010; While et 

al, 2010) in what has been named the ‘green on green’ controversy (Warren et al., 2005).  

In light of these characteristics, wind farm proposals are examples of what Smits (2004, 

2006) first defined as ‘monsters.’ These are “boundary objects that … fit into mutually 

excluding categories” (Aas et al., 2017, p.349), such as environmentally friendly and 

environmentally harmful. This issue blurs the line between scientific knowledge and other 

forms of knowledge, such as judgment and assumptions (Van der Sluijs, 2005), often 

resulting in dysfunctional conflicts (Colvin et al., 2015) that do not create the conditions 

for satisfactory outcomes due to a lack of middle-ground options (Amason, 1996). For 

instance, the only satisfactory option for those who oppose a wind farm on the basis of its 

visual impact is often the full dismissal of the project, which is an unviable option for the 

developers. Furthermore, as with most energy infrastructure, wind farms cross territorial 

and jurisdictional boundaries, which makes their ‘politics of scale’ - the construction of 

various spatial levels and their relationships with each other (Görg, 2007) - one of the most 

complex and important tasks in their governance (Moss & Newig, 2010; Newig et al., 

2016). 



27 
 

2.4.1 The politics of scale of wind energy governance  

As with all political and administrative decisions (Moss & Newig, 2010; Newig & Fritsch, 

2009; Oates, 2002), choosing the level best suited to assess wind energy development and 

implementing public participatory practices is an essential aspect of its governance. For 

instance, imbalances in the way in which pressure and power are shared can force local 

authorities to renegotiate the participation competences established by national legislation 

and regulations (Cornwell et al., 2013; Thiel, 2015). One of the key challenges of scale-

selection processes is the ‘democratic dilemma’ (Moss & Newig, 2010; Dryzek, 2002) 

between system effectiveness and citizen participation (Dahl, 1994). On the one hand, 

higher levels of governance, such as national governments, tend to be more effective in 

addressing environmental problems, but may provide few opportunities for public 

participation and representation, which can spark social conflict. While lower levels of 

governance generally are in a position to offer more public participation, hence reducing 

the chances of social conflict, they are also less effective due to their limited jurisdiction.  

Another significant challenge embedded in the scale-selection process for wind farm 

governance is the difficulty of matching the environmental scale of a project with the 

existing administrative structure, which can often result in inefficiencies and spillovers 

(Moss & Newig, 2010). Key to this mismatch is the fact that the intensity and extent of the 

environmental impacts and benefits of a wind farm vary according to the specific scale at 

which they are perceived (Ostrom et al., 1961). This variation sparks debate around the 

need to balance national and even global benefits against local externalities (Coles, & 

Taylor, 1993; Haggett, 2008; Huber & Horbaty, 2010; Warren et al., 2005), and which 

governance level is best equipped to address this matter. As highlighted in the previous 

section, large-scale wind farms represent a clear example of these challenges.  

A commonly used framework to investigate scale-related challenges is ‘institutional fit’. 

First introduced by Young and Underdal (1997, as cited in Folke et al., 2007, p.2), the 

performance of institutions is conceptualised as dependent upon the extent to which they 

match the key features of both the issues they are seeking to address and the local socio-

political circumstances (Berkes & Folke 2000; Ekstrom, & Young, 2009; Epstein et al., 

2015; Ostrom, 2007, 2010; Young, 2002, 2008). Institutional fit has mostly been used to 

highlight the importance of matching institutions to ecosystem characteristics (Brown, 

2003; Sarkki et al., 2015) and emphasises that consideration of local circumstances is 
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essential for policy effectiveness and social fit (Galaz et al., 2008; Ostrom et al., 2007). The 

importance of local factors is particularly evident in the focus on the match between public 

participation, local social-ecological context, and local expectations for participation 

(DeCaro & Stokes, 2013). Participatory fit contributes to the achievement of overall 

institutional fit (Adams & Hulmes, 2001; Conley & Moote, 2003; DeCaro & Stokes, 2013; 

Grafton, 2000; Ostrom, 1990; 2010; Stringer et al., 2006) thanks to three key elements: 

• Participation is a key link between local people and policy instruments;  

• Lack of participation can result in institutional failure; and 

• Lack of participation can reduce the legitimation and knowledge base of the 

institutions (Sarkki et al., 2015).  

These justifications showcase the normative nature of the ‘fit’ literature. In seeking to 

provide decision-makers with the best governance arrangements to address specific 

environmental issues (Cox, 2012), scholars have created criteria that evaluate the success 

of these measures based on the assumption that institutions and their interactions with both 

the public and the environment are fixed and never-changing (Guerrin et al., 2014). This 

investigative approach, hence, is not suitable to address complex environmental issues 

(such as wind farm proposals) that involve multiple subgroups of interests and expectations 

and the power relationships at play within them (Epstein et al., 2015). Given these 

challenges, this thesis integrates these considerations with the ‘politics of scale’ concept. 

Contrary to the concept of ‘fit’, the theoretical framework of politics of scale argues that 

the spatial scope of institutions is not fixed and can never fully match their intended 

function (Guerrin et al., 2014). Rather than assuming that decisions follow a hierarchical 

pattern (e.g. from international to local), this approach focuses on “the manifold ways in 

which such issues are created, constructed, regulated and contested between, across and 

among scales, and through hybrid governing arrangements which operate in network 

terms” (Bulkeley, 2005, p.875). The mechanisms by which scale labels are applied to 

political (Cidell, 2006) and socio-spatial processes, to regulate and organise them 

(Swyngedouw, 2004), are at the core of the analysis. Scales, hence, become socially 

constructed categories of practice (Houdret et al., 2014; Moore, 2008) that represent the 

temporary embodiment of specific spatial relations and are subject to continuous 

renegotiation and adaptation (Moss & Newig, 2010). This branch of the literature shifts the 
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focus from the attribute of existing scalar configurations towards the investigation of the 

processes of its production - its ‘scalar politics’ (MacKinnon, 2010). Focusing on scalar 

politics, in turn, also highlights the performative role of both scale selection and consenting 

authorities in the co-production of the public that is invited to participate. Focusing on 

scalar politics, in turn, also brings the spotlight on how power relationships among the 

various stakeholders can affect the dynamics of public participation in wind farm 

consenting processes. 

2.4.2 Wind energy governance and power  

Broadly speaking, discussions over public participation almost always include references 

to the relative power of actors. For instance, the concept of ‘community empowerment’ is 

often cited as one of the key participatory outcomes (e.g. Arnstein, 1969). However, its 

meaning and scope remain vague (Croker, 2007). To clarify its position, this thesis builds 

on both the recognition of ‘power’ as one of the fundamental concepts of political science 

(Morgenthau, 2017) and on historical and critical intuitionalism research on power 

asymmetries and processes of meaning/value-formation (see Bennett et al., 2018). Given 

the aim of this thesis, its reflection on power dynamics is influenced by two key areas of 

focus. First, recent environmental governance scholars have investigated how institutions 

for environmental governance are affected by power and politics (see Bennett et al., 2018). 

Secondly, public participation researchers have explored the relationship between local 

power structure and participatory practices (see Reed, 2008).  

Participatory practices that do not take into account the uneven distribution of power among 

stakeholders can perpetuate or even accentuate these inequalities (Barnaud & Van Paassen, 

2013; Croker, 2007). For instance, legislated, top-down participation often results in 

participatory processes that both limit the avenues for deliberation (Stirling, 2008) and are 

reduced to an instrumental exercise over technical decisions (Jasanof, 2004a). To overcome 

these challenges, Phadke (2013), among others, argues that participatory practices should 

be designed to empower citizens to produce environmental management processes, rather 

than simply communicating information. Similarly, Agterbosch et al. (2007) already 

suggested that public participation studies should take into account both institutional 

factors - the top-down, legislated policies and rules imposed on all stakeholders, and social 

conditions - the actions taken by each stakeholder to protect and foster their interests. In 

this thesis, both conditions are investigated through the lens of local authorities, as 
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examples of a unique set of stakeholders who either have control over the decision-making 

process or can influence it. Since it explores small-scale level of governance, which is often 

neglected in power analysis (Bennet et al., 2018), this local focus also helps address an 

existing gap in the literature.  

Given the multi-level governance of wind energy, its operational level is faced by inevitable 

local procedural, societal and power issues (Agterbosch et al., 2007), including but not 

limited to local relations of power, ethnicity, authority, and gender (Sirajuddin, & Grudens-

Schuck, 2016). Since these constraints affect how local authorities can guarantee and 

implement legislated participatory rights, the investigation of local authorities offers a 

unique and overarching view of the dynamics at play in each case study. Participation does 

not occur in a power vacuum; all stakeholders affect the framing of public participation and 

the relationships of power that guide their interactions. For instance, entrepreneurs’ 

willingness to invest and to engage in public participation has long been recognised as 

essential to its outcome (Agterbosch et al., 2007). This acknowledgement has led to the 

creation of detailed guidelines on community participation for energy companies and 

developers (e.g. Enevoldsen & Sovacool, 2016) and the evolution of best business 

practices. This understanding is also particularly interesting for this thesis, as local 

authorities are often expected to share similar perceptions with developers about social and 

institutional conditions (Agterbosch et al., 2007).  

Significant attention has also been dedicated to conservation groups, which often exercise 

as much or even more power that the general public over wind farm proposals (Bell et al., 

2013). Similarly, research has highlighted the role of citizen campaigns in mobilising the 

public, especially against unevenly distributed human and environmental impacts (Phadke, 

2013). Furthermore, substantial literature has empirically explored the socio-cultural 

interactions between energy transition and energy justice, including studies on gender (e.g. 

Allen et al., 2019), poverty (Monyei et al., 2019), and indigenous communities (e.g. 

Huesca-Pérez et al., 2016). This last branch of the critical literature is particularly relevant 

for a country like New Zealand, where environmental management discussions have long 

been criticised for failing to adequately address the inclusion of indigenous rights in the 

environmental legislature (e.g. Memon, 1993; Matunga, 2000). 

Extensive international and multidisciplinary literature has explored the relationship 

between extractives industries and indigenous communities (Meadows et al., 2019; O'Neill 
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et al., 2019; Stefanelli, et al. 2019). A common denominator in this branch of the research 

is the emphasis on the uniqueness of indigenous environmental practices, values and 

concepts and their potential contribution to mainstream legislation (Porter, 2017). Since 

transitioning towards renewable energy offers an opportunity for the democratisation of the 

energy sector (Section 2.2), it can also foster the inclusion of indigenous governance forms 

(Lowry & Simon-Kumar, 2017). On the other hand, adopting an indigenous-model of 

renewable energy governance can also favour the overall community engagement and 

create opportunities for new governance agreements and nuanced visions of communities 

(Krupa, Galbraith, & Burch, 2015). Yet, Krupa et al. (2015) also draw direct connections 

between asymmetries of power and collaborative objectives and put the spotlight on the 

complexities of achieving those objectives in indigenous contexts. Hence, scholars have 

been calling for increased opportunity for planning by and with indigenous peoples, rather 

than for them (Matunga, 2017). Adopting a co-productionist approach to the study of public 

participation can help investigate these complex dynamics of power in the production of 

the ‘affected public.’ Specifically, this thesis investigates whether and how these dynamics 

are reflected in local authorities’ views of the participatory process, especially with regard 

to the imagined public. While this research approach does not tackle these power dynamics 

directly, the investigation of their institutional and social conditions could inform further 

research specifically dedicated to the study of these important power dynamics.  

2.5. Local authorities and the public 

The starting point of most energy governance studies is the different categories of public 

created by participation (Graham et al., 2009; Turnhout et al., 2010). The public 

participation literature has long sought to understand the factors that contribute to the 

construction of these different categories, especially to those elements that separate those 

who choose to participate from those who do not. Participants have long been depicted as 

wealthier, better educated and/or more strongly opinionated than those who do not 

participate (Fiorina, 1999). On the other hand, lack of participation is often linked to 

personal attitudes, experiences and choices (Cornwall, 2008; Pateman, 1970), ‘lukewarm’ 

opinions (Stephenson & Lawson, 2013), and a combination of cynicism towards the 

democratic process and inadequate public participatory practices (Irvin & Stansbury, 2004).  

Focusing exclusively on the individual’s characteristics as the key elements driving 

people’s engagement risks minimising the role of the specific institutional arrangements in 
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shaping the individuals’ decisions to participate, such as the ‘obligatory passage points’ 

(Michael, 1996) inherent in each participatory process. These are mandatory narrative 

bottlenecks through which members of the public must articulate their respective identity 

and relevance (Michael, 1996). Hence, these passage points limit and marginalise particular 

discourses, interests and forms of expression (Chilvers & Burgess, 2008), while also 

manipulating existing and new interests to reinforce the position of already legitimised 

participants and issues (Metzger et al, 2017). Acknowledging the impacts of these passage 

points also helps highlight how decision-makers’ views of and interactions with prospective 

participants affect public participation. This focus is particularly relevant as only limited 

research has investigated institutional passage points in the traditional energy participation 

sector (Brondi et al., 2016). The argument that controversies spark new publics into being 

by calling them to engage and understand the issue at hand (Marres, 2005, 2007) provides 

a useful stepping stone to address this gap in the literature. Rather than being a spontaneous 

eventuation however, wind farm proposals prompt the creation of the public at particular 

sites often manufactured and mediated by decision-makers (Irwin & Horst, 2016).  

In contrast to most energy governance studies, which assume there is a pre-existing public 

waiting to be discovered and engaged with (Irwin & Horst, 2016; Rydin et al, 2018; 

Wolsink 2010), co-productionist studies call for a more careful evaluation of the 

institutional role in the emergence of ‘publics’, rather than focusing on the ‘public’. The 

plural ‘publics’ effectively conveys the argument that the public is not a stable unit, but a 

fluid assemblage that may change throughout the considered events (Latour, 2007), 

emerging from co-produced social, political and technical orders (Jasanoff, 2004b). 

According to this conceptualisation, each public is contingent to a specific event and the 

institutions set in place to address it (Chilvers & Pallett, 2018). While alternative 

conceptualisations have been proposed in the STS literature (e.g. Callon et al., 2009), this 

thesis embraces this fluid notion of publics, as it aligns with most of the research targeting 

renewable energy technologies and their siting (e.g. Cotton & Devine-Wright, 2012; 

Sheller, 2004; Walker & Cass, 2007; Walker et al., 2010), and with recent empirical findings 

(e.g. Irwin & Horst, 2016).  

Understanding publics as emergent is also a way of bringing the public back into STS 

studies (Jasanoff, 2005; Marres, 2005). This approach builds on previous concepts such as 

‘relevant social groups’ - specific groups who share a meaning of the technology (Bijker, 
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2010) and are in a constant process of coexistence and competition with one another to 

establish their respective meanings as dominant (Bijker, 2010; Kline & Pinch 1996). 

However, focusing exclusively on the process that leads to the emergence of these groups 

risks overlooking those who have been marginalised by the decision-making process and 

systemic and/or unexpected forces (Winner, 1993). To address these limitations, this 

research focuses on local administrations to investigate the diversity, relations and 

production of already existing forms of participation around wind farm proposals. 

2.5.1 The concrete impacts of the imagined public 

Since the rise of a specific issue acts as a catalyst for the emergence of the public and creates 

in them the desire to participate, institutions cannot tap into the public whenever convenient 

(Laurent, 2011; Chilvers & Longhurst, 2016). Hence, institutions use models and 

assumptions about the public - the ‘imagined public’ - to direct their future course of action. 

While this phantom actor is not a truthful representation of existing publics (Maranta et al., 

2003), its contributions to the shaping of projects, policies and strategies are extremely 

concrete (Sharp et al., 2015). Institutions give the imagined public agency and political 

significance (Walker et al., 2010), as the repetition of a certain discourse creates and limits 

the phenomenon it is expressing (Rydin et al., 2018). Through being invoked by 

institutions, the imagined public shapes the political significance of the public itself 

(Sheller, 2004; Walker et al. 2011). For instance, empirical evidence (e.g. Barners et al., 

2003) shows that decision-makers often utilise notions of public interest to exclude any 

form of opposition. The influence of this phantom actor is so pervasive, according to 

Walker et al. (2010), that contrary to what was previously expected (e.g. Clarke & Short, 

1993), the imagined public, rather than organised interest groups, is the main driver of wind 

energy development policy. 

The imagined public for a large-scale wind farm is generally assumed to oppose the project 

due to lack of understanding and trust in the institutions (Wynne, 2006), rather than due to 

the specific politics of the issue. As a consequence of this characterisation, developers have 

learned to include social factors in their technology development strategies (Rip & Kemp, 

1998), such as engagement practices based on information provision (Barnett et al., 2012). 

Utilising this narrow version of the imagined public as the basis for real-life engagement, 

however, creates significant drawbacks. For instance, top-down information provision does 

not always translate into opportunities for the real public to influence the project (Colvin et 
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al, 2016; Hindmarsh, 2010), which, if interpreted as a dismissal of their concerns by the 

public, can fuel social conflict (Barnett et al., 2012). This effect highlights how preventive 

measures taken with a reductive imagined public in mind can perpetuate and reinforce the 

very public sensibility institutions are seeking to address (Barnett et al., 2012; Burningham 

et al., 2015; Stilgoe 2007; Wynne, 2001). As a self-fulfilling prophecy, an imagined public 

that downplays the ways in which the socio-political context shapes the outcomes of 

technology choice (Stirling, 2008) risks disenfranchising a large part of the population and 

increasing its discontent (Gross, 2007; Stephenson & Lawson, 2013). Hence, to fully 

understand the impact of this imagined public, it is necessary to unpack one of its key 

features - the NIMBY explanation. 

2.5.2 The imagined public under a NIMBY perspective   

The social science research on energy infrastructure has traditionally explained public 

opposition to these projects as the result of the Not In My Back Yard (‘NIMBY’) syndrome. 

The term has become a catchall concept to label any form of local opposition (Burningham 

et al. 2006; Hunter & Leyden, 1995)2, and specifically protectionist attitudes towards 

unwelcome developments in an area (Dear, 1992). The three key flaws embedded in the 

concept (Kempton et al., 2005) have resulted in the overwhelming majority of 

commentators in the social science literature vocally calling for the acronym to be put aside 

(e.g. Bell et al. 2005, 2013; Burningham et al. 2006, 2015; Devine-Wright, 2005a, 2011; 

Van der Horst, 2007; Wolsink, 2000). First, NIMBY syndrome only offers a simplistic and 

static description of the opposition and ignores their complex and varied attitudinal 

positions (Burningham et al., 2006, 2015; Ellis et al. 2007; Hunter & Leyden, 1995; 

Pendall, 1999). Second, the acronym is a pejorative label typically used to discredit often 

well-founded opposing concerns by portraying them as ignorant, emotional and motivated 

by irrational, selfish and parochial interests (Burningham, 2000; Schively; 2007). Third, as 

an explanatory concept, it lacks empirical support (Graham et al, 2009). 

The core implication of NIMBY is that proximity to proposed facilities and self-interest 

are the key factors shaping opposition to specific projects (see Walker & Cass, 2011). 

However, off-shore wind farms still experience strong public opposition (Haggett, 2008; 

Lindroos, 2016). Empirical studies also show that it is difficult to find individuals who both 

 
2 Together with similar acronyms such LULUs (Locally Unwanted Land Uses) (see Freudenberg & Pastor, 

1992; Popper, 1985). 
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support renewable energy and oppose local projects according to calculations of personal 

costs and benefits (Bell et al., 2013; Wolsink, 2000). Rather, the evidence suggests that, 

while proximity influences public attitudes towards proposed projects, it is the local 

context, planning and consenting processes that determine the nature and the scale of this 

effect (Batel et al., 2013; Colvin et al., 2016; Cotton & Devine-Wright, 2011; Devine-

Wright & Howes, 2010; Wolsink, 2013). This link, in turn, explains the academic focus on 

increased opportunities for public participation (see Section 2.2.1). 

Despite these criticisms, the quasi-scientific idea of NIMBY remains prevalent in policy 

documents, and public debates (Burningham et al., 2015; Papazu, 2017), to the point that 

it is largely treated as a self-evident truth (Wolsink, 2012). It continues to influence the way 

in which institutions engage with the public, for instance through community benefits - 

forms of financial or material benefits provided by developers to the community or 

members of the community (Bristow et al., 2012; Cowell et al., 2011; Ellis et al., 2007). 

These benefits can either be a form of private participatory practice, which often involves 

direct negotiations between developers and landowners, or require the mediation of local 

governments and authorities. Regardless, in recent years, they have become a common 

pillar to manage the scalar and distributional conflicts related to wind farm siting (Gallagher 

et al., 2008), as they can increase the public perception of control over the project (Jacquet, 

2015). However, they also contribute to the creation of specific imagined publics (Bristow 

et al., 2012; Brown, 2007; Cowell et al. 2011). Because they only provide a partial account 

of the dynamics of disputes (Smith & Marquez, 2000), they risk reducing the possibility of 

full institutional engagement with public opposition and achievement of the best possible 

outcome. The rationale behind community benefits also upholds the NIMBY stereotype of 

a self-motivated public and deflects attention from other systemic factors contributing to 

public opposition.  

Another aspect of the influence of the NIMBY explanation on framings of public 

participation is the ‘imagined silent majority’ - the assumption there is a majority of the 

local population that supports the wind farm siting but chooses not to voice their opinion 

(Stephenson & Lawson, 2013). This concept is linked to a ‘democratic deficit’ explanation 

of the ‘social gap’ between high support rates for wind energy in national surveys and the 

low success rate of wind farm applications (Bell et al., 2005; Van der Horst, 2007; Walker, 

1995; Walker et al, 2010; Wolsink, 2006). In the political science literature, the term is 
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commonly utilised to describe the inability of local communities to legitimate their 

concerns in the face of national policies and strategies (Pollitt, 2010). Similarly, in the 

social-gap context, the term refers to the difficulties that supporters of a project face in 

presenting their opinions as successfully as do opponents, and the perceived difference in 

their gains from participation (Mulvaney et al., 2013b). According to this explanation, 

current assessment and planning procedures allow opponents to disproportionally affect the 

success or failure of wind farm planning, even if they are only a minority (Anderson, 2013; 

Bell et al., 2005). This in turn leads to planning outcomes that do not adequately reflect the 

actual wishes of the majority of the local public (Jones et al., 2014). This design flaw can 

hence be considered as the result of an imagined public. Since participatory practices are 

built with an imagined oppositional public in mind, their contributions, needs and 

expectations are catered for. This catering in turn reinforce the confrontational nature of 

wind energy planning.  

The silent majority concept and democratic deficit explanation point to a design flaw in the 

consenting process. Further, they also offer a simplistic overview of the forces at play in 

participatory decision-making (Agterbosch et al., 2009; Stephenson & Ioannou, 2010). 

While little research has focused on the supporters of projects (Burningham et al., 2015), 

and those who remain silent (Motosu & Maruyama, 2016), a few relevant exceptions have 

started to question the validity of these explanations and their core assumptions. The main 

source of criticism is that this argument is seldom confirmed by empirical data (Aitken, 

2010). Instead, Motosu and Maruyama (2016) argue that the lack of vocal local opposition 

to wind farms does not automatically imply active support, while Stephenson and Lawson 

(2013) claim that while the ‘silent majority’ has a positive attitude towards wind energy in 

general, they do not necessarily support specific proposals, and instead display a varied set 

of opinions. Hence, the idea of a silent majority is a form of imagined public used to help 

advance proponents’ agenda, in this case government support for renewables, and to 

reinforce dominant power relationships (Dryzek, 1994).  

As highlighted by the concepts of community benefits and the silent majority, the key 

problem of building an imagined public based on the NIMBY explanation is that it is a 

depoliticising move that reveals the “managerialist, instrumental logic characterising some 

large-scale development projects” (Papazu, 2017, pp.11-12). What underlines this logic is 

the normative and autocratic assumption that these projects must be realised, and any form 
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of contestation is an impediment to be overcome through communication and participation 

(Aitken, 2010; Owens & Driffill, 2008; Wynne, 2006). It is hence a continuation of the 

dichotomy between expert and lay knowledge that upholds the information-deficit model, 

which assumes the public’s concerns are due to a lack of understanding and trust rather 

than flaws in the proposal. To further explain this dichotomy and its impacts, the following 

section discusses the information deficit model.  

2.6 The information deficit model  

A key understanding in the energy acceptance literature is that the more complex the issue, 

the more the public is expected to believe and trust the institutions in their assurance that 

the selected technologies and strategies are desirable (Flynn, 2007). At the core of this 

expectation are two primary assumptions. First, there is an imbalance of expertise among 

stakeholders, political institutions and the public, which fuels and is fuelled by existing 

asymmetries of power (Mejlgaard & Stares, 2013). Second, the public shares institutions’ 

traditional conceptualisation of scientific rationality and expertise as a source of credibility 

and neutrality (Irwin & Michael, 2003). These assumptions have driven the emergence of 

a vast branch of the science and technology governance research focusing on how to 

balance expert and lay knowledge in the context of wind energy (Aitken, 2009; Bauer et 

al., 2007; Larsson & Emmelin, 2016; Peel & Lloyd, 2007). Among the most prolific streams 

is the literature on public understanding of science, an approach which seeks to persuade 

the public to embrace a proposed development through education and information 

provision (Irwin & Horst, 2016).  

This field of practice considers social acceptance as an educational issue that can be easily 

addressed through effective communication strategies (Wolsink, 2012). At the core of this 

approach, which Nelkin and Lindee (1995) famously defined as ‘selling science,’ are the 

normative and autocratic assumptions that public attitudes need to be changed (Owens & 

Driffil, 2008) and that policy should apply scientific knowledge even in the face of public 

disagreement, to protect public interest (Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016c). This rhetoric, hence, 

creates a divide between ‘good’ knowledge - the knowledge produced by experts, and ‘bad’ 

knowledge - the knowledge held by general publics (Eden, 1998), leading to the dichotomy 

between expert and public knowledge (Wynne, 1996). While experts are traditionally 

depicted as unbiased possessors of all the information relevant to a given issue, lay people 

are depicted as incompetent, misguided, excessively emotional, and value-biased (Blok et 
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al., 2008; Fisher, 2000; Sunstein, 2002; Wynne, 1991). These characterisations perpetuate 

and stratify a dichotomy between the two sources of knowledge (lay knowledge and expert 

knowledge). In turn, this dichotomy, as highlighted by Sassower (1993, p. 54), is 

transformed into hierarchies that rank one form of knowledge above the other. In this case 

the hierarchisation of knowledge results in the prioritisation of expert knowledge over lay 

knowledge. Doing so risks excluding or overlooking the public during scientific and 

technical decision-making, and furthering conflicts by excluding public concerns (Castro 

& Mouro, 2011).  

Given these limitations, growing segments of the STS (Wynne, 1991), sociology (Blake, 

1999) and social practice theory (Shove et al., 2012) have started to reveal a more complex 

relationship between attitudes and behaviours than is described under the deficit model. 

This interest is grounded in the loss of assurance that greater scientific understanding is 

conducive to socially progressive discoveries (Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016c; Irwin & Horst, 

2016), and often “the cases in which scientific advice is asked most urgently are those in 

which the authority of science is questioned most thoroughly” (Bijker et al., 2009, p.1), 

including wind farms. Hence, these studies have put the spotlight on the challenges 

involved in the promotion of a more symmetrical approach to public understanding of 

science (Irwin & Horts, 2016) based on a communicative approach to decision-making 

(Sager, 1994). This understanding supports increased public participation, as it re-

establishes partial public control over technical expertise (Turner, 2014) and makes it more 

accountable (Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016c), and represents a shift from expert knowledge to 

public engagement in the way decision-making processes validate their final outcome (Jami 

& Walsh, 2014). Rather than simply calling for increased acceptance of participation, this 

model seeks to depict the publics “as active citizens, having legitimate grounds for concern 

and opposition, and … recognises the rationalities of different viewpoints, the expertise 

that can be held by ordinary people, and the social context in which environmental positions 

are formed” (Burningham et al., 2015, p.248).  

Despite these calls, the evidence shows decision-makers still favour expert over lay 

information and knowledge (Aitken, 2009; Jasanoff, 2003; Lee, 2016; Rydin et al. 2015; 

Wynne, 2001, 2006). Furthermore, empirical studies also show that institutionalised 

expectations of what is considered appropriate and relevant knowledge change according 

to the different stages of the consenting process (Larsson & Emmelin, 2016). In studies 
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conducted in Sweden (Larsson, 2014) and Scotland (Aitken, 2009), lay knowledge was 

able to influence the early planning application stages but only played a marginal role at 

the appeal stages. Moreover, lay experience and public concerns are constantly dismissed, 

challenged and sometimes discredited through each stage of the process (Fisher, 2000; 

Sunstein, 2002). There is, hence, a paradox between increased appeals for public 

participation and increased appeals for scientific expertise (Petts & Brooks, 2006), 

highlighting that the deficit model continues to shape public engagement (Irwin & Michael, 

2003).  

2.6.1 Expert knowledge and asymmetries of expertise  

Relatively little research has focused on the role of experts in the context of wind energy 

proposals (Jami & Walsh, 2014), especially from a co-productionist perspective. 

Traditionally, experts are considered agents of change who ensure the necessary knowledge 

transfer for the implementation of technologies (Partidario & Sheate, 2013; Rogers, 1995). 

In the literature, experts are often referred to as knowledge brokers and expected to act as 

intermediaries between the public, policy-makers and science (Choi et al., 2005). For 

instance, experts are considered essential to the development of wind energy, as they help 

dispel the myths related to wind turbines (Jami & Walsh, 2016). Their role as a “catalyst 

for effective communication” (Jami & Walsh, 2016, p.7) is particularly relevant within the 

energy participation context, as communication is recognised as one of the principal 

problems to be tackled during the decision-making process for developing wind facilities 

(Wolsink, 2007b; 2007a). This understanding is in line with the conceptualisation of 

institutions as rational entities (Weber, 1958) reliant on expert-based knowledge as their 

defining paradigm (Larsson & Emmelin, 2016). This ‘calculating rationality approach’ 

(Sager, 1994), in turn, creates the basis for a ‘scientisation of politics’ (Roy, Caird, & Potter, 

2007) that allows politicians to evade responsibility by claiming their decisions are the only 

techno-scientifical option.  

Justifying political decisions on the basis of expert knowledge, however, ignores the 

implications associated with the central role of scientific expertise in modern society 

(Martin & Richards, 1995). Considering ‘expert-based’ as synonymous with ‘rational’ 

(Boswell, 2008) means favouring it over lay knowledge. This approach, in turn, calls for 

the removal of selected activities from democratic control due to the imbalance of 

knowledge between experts and the public (Turner, 2014). In doing so, however, this 
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attitude clashes with democratic values such as policy neutrality and raises questions about 

whether democracy can thrive in a complex technological system (Fisher, 2000). To justify 

this contradiction, experts are often portrayed as enjoying special moral virtues due to their 

technical competence (Blok et al., 2008; Collins, 2013; Shapin, 2008; Turner, 2001). For 

instance, a review of the existing literature shows that institutions generally consider 

experts as impartial, honest and trustworthy (Grundmann, 2017). These assumptions, 

however, are contradicted by empirical research, which shows that experts can have 

personal objectives towards information itself (Choi et al., 2005). 

Furthermore, the scientisation of politics ignores the different rationales used by institutions 

to select this assumed ‘neutral’ expert-based knowledge. In one of the most cited analyses 

describing the relationship between knowledge and institutions, Boswell (2008) 

distinguishes three main possible functions of expert knowledge within bureaucratic 

organisations. First, knowledge can be considered instrumental to the achievement and 

delivery of decision-makers’ goals and objectives. Secondly, knowledge can play a 

symbolic role in enhancing the institution’s credibility and the legitimacy of their decision. 

Finally, knowledge can play a substantiating role by awarding authority to a specific policy 

position and validating policy-makers’ preferences in cases of political contestation. 

Notably, these rationales are similar to those highlighted by Fiornino (1990) regarding 

public participation, and reinforce the argument that both expert knowledge and public 

participation are policy tools used to promote specific institutional interests and desired 

outcomes.  

2.7 Summary  

This chapter has traced the literature underpinning notions of public participation during 

wind farm assessments. At its outset, the chapter outlined the issue of social acceptance of 

wind energy and how it has contributed to shaping a residual realist literature on wind 

energy participation. It outlines the emergence of a branch of literature that conceptualises 

participation as co-produced. Building on this co-productionist approach, Figure 2.3 

(Section 2.2.3 of this chapter) summarises the main framework of analysis and its core 

elements, as adopted in the research that will be reported in chapters 4-6. Specifically, the 

figure highlights the importance of how local administrations’ framing of participation, 

wind farms and the public, and of the information deficit. These elements contribute to the 

co-production of the issues on which debate is possible, who is invited, and the extent of 
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these contributions. The image also emphasises how each element contributes to the co-

production of the others, while also being immersed in a set of nationally legislated 

preferences. To apply this framework, the following chapters will examine the experience 

of local administrations located in two case studies to explore the dynamics that shape the 

co-production of these elements. 
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Chapter 3: Exploring 

institutional frameworks for 

participation 
 

3.1 Introduction  

Given the aim of this thesis to explore how local institutions enable the emergence of 

specific collective participatory practices, a co-productionist approach is adopted to 

compare New Zealand and Italy’s consenting processes over on-shore, large-scale wind 

farms proposals. Adapting this framing for the case studies has two key methodological 

implications. First, a co-productionist approach calls for the incorporation of a degree of 

reflexivity in the analysis (Chilvers & Pallett, 2018) to acknowledge the performative 

capacity of methodology selection in shaping the accounts of participation produced (Asdal 

& Marres, 2014). Hence, this thesis avoids strong a priori normative assumptions and 

purposely assumes an agnostic stance (Davies & Spicer, 2015) regarding the merits of 

participation. Secondly, a co-productionist methodology calls for more empirically oriented 

scrutiny of participatory processes to focus on power relations, politics, materiality, 

exclusions, and effect (Chilvers et al., 2018; Chilvers & Kearnes, 2016a; Chilvers & Pallett, 

2018). This empirically-grounded framework in turn increases the political validity of this 

research and limits the influence of pre-given normative ideas of participation (Gomart & 

Hajer, 2003). In light of these two considerations, the thesis seeks to go beyond 

‘comparative anecdotalism’ (Houtzager & Gurza Lavalle, 2009; Silver et al., 2010) 

between the two case studies, to foster a nuanced understanding of the variety of ways in 

which the public engage with participation and energy, as well as their interrelations with 

the wider system.  

3.2 Qualitative methodologies 

In line with issue-focussed studies around objects of conflict, institutional assumptions 

(Chilvers & Pallett, 2018) and human behaviour (Clifford et al., 2016), this research 

adopted qualitative methodologies. While there is currently no universal definition of the 
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term ‘qualitative’, Merriam and Tisdell (2016) identify the four core characteristics of 

qualitative research, as: (1) attempting to understand the phenomenon from the participants’ 

perspective; (2) embracing a deeper consideration of the role of the researcher in the 

research process; (3) being inductive and working from the particular to the general; and 

(4) creating richly descriptive research that includes descriptions of the context, quotes, and 

excerpts from personal communication. These characteristics allow for the adoption of the 

‘agnostic pluralism’ (Mouffe, 1996) advocated in the co-productionist literature (Chilvers 

& Pallett, 2018), and an interpretative approach that is inductively informed by empirical 

data to produce an exhaustive understanding of this constructivist process. This 

methodological approach thus helps move beyond traditional evaluative/normative 

frameworks of analysis based on a pre-set ‘residual realism’ (Chilvers & Longhurst, 2016). 

Instead, it is based on the ontological assumption there are multiple ways in which local 

governance practices and institutions are constructed and represented (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). The selected research design and methodology reflect this co-productionist 

framework of public participation as a contextual process and the core aim of elucidating 

the complexities of each case study, rather than generalising information and findings 

(Chilvers & Longhorst, 2016).  

To reflect the context-dependent nature of public participation (see Chapter 2), this study 

adopted an intensive research design centred on two case studies - one in New Zealand and 

one in Italy. This design facilitated the collection of rich empirical data for each case to 

develop in-depth descriptions of the ways in which local authorities relate to wind farm 

stakeholders (Clifford et al. 2016; Longhurst, 2016). This design also enabled local 

government authorities to be studied in their particular setting and context to highlight the 

complexities of each wind farm proposal. Consequently, the explanations and findings that 

emerge from this study reflect the nature of the objects of analysis and are locally situated. 

This in-depth, descriptive analysis, however, comes at the expense of generalisability - the 

degree to which findings can be applied to other cases of the phenomenon in question (Bern 

& Luna, 2012; Gomm, 2009; Hay, 2010). Given the context-oriented nature of public 

participation as a co-produced process, reflections on transferability (also referred to as 

generalisability and external validity) informed the selection of this specific research 

design. 
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3.3 Multiple case study 

Despite its long tradition across multiple disciplines and fields of study (Berg & Lune, 

2012; Schwandt & Gates, 2018), a univocal definition of case study methodology and its 

functions has yet to be agreed upon. To provide clarity and reflect the needs of the co-

productionist theoretical framework, this research adopted one of the broader definitions of 

the term. Here, case study is understood as a pragmatic and flexible research methodology 

(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hay, 2010; Taylor, 2016) that encompasses a wide range of 

empirical data collection and analysis methods (Schwandt & Gates, 2018) and allows for 

the exploration of public participation within a circumstantial context that is beyond the 

control of the researcher (Yin, 2003). 

To investigate the feasibility of a co-productionist methodology, this research undertook 

two descriptive case studies - the most common design in human geography (Yin, 2014). 

The aim was to develop a complete and detailed portrayal of the phenomena under analysis 

(Odell, 2001) and then to compare and contrast them. Following Yin (2003), the data 

collection strategy sought to replicate the data selection and collection procedures for the 

two cases through replication logic. This meant introducing an embedded analysis of each 

case study (within-case analysis) that focused on the three key issues identified in the 

literature review – institutional framing, wind farm as source of conflict, and imagined 

public (see Chapter 2). Secondly, I proposed a thematic analysis across cases (cross-case 

analysis) looking for similar and contrasting patterns. While generalisation was not the 

intention of this research, the cross-case analysis sought to establish similarities and trends 

that allowed the research to propose richer assertions/interpretations of the meaning of the 

cases (Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

3.3.1 Case study and participant selection and delimitations 

Purposive sampling was used to select ‘information-rich’ cases that were likely to extend 

the co-productionist theory, in line with the core aim of the study. This approach sought to 

ensure sample adequacy - the appropriateness of the sample composition and size 

(Vasileiou et al., 2018) - to support the depth of case-oriented analysis and to provide 

relevant detailed information. Following standard practice (Ebneyamini, & Sadeghi 

Moghadam, 2018; Perry, 1998), this research undertook a cross-country comparison, which 

is often used to study multifaceted phenomena (Siggelkow, 2007) to produce contrasting 

results for predictable reasons. China and New Zealand were initially chosen due to their 
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substantially different styles of wind energy governance, both in terms of wind energy 

development and public participation opportunities. The variation in the wind energy 

development governance was particularly relevant. China was the global leader in 

renewable energy investments and new installations (Zinglersen, 2019), and New Zealand 

had one of the highest renewable electricity shares in the world (MBIE, 2017b). This initial 

selection also built on my Masters thesis, which focused on China’s efforts towards energy 

transition, and my knowledge of Mandarin, which was expected to mitigate the 

complexities involved in cross-country comparison conducted by non-native researchers 

(see Buil et al., 2012; and section 3.3.6).  

While the differences between the countries offered the opportunity for a comparison of 

contrasting policies of governance, they also presented significant complexities for the 

analysis of co-production dynamics. In particular, the two countries’ different government 

forms – New Zealand being a democracy and China being a single-party autocracy – and 

the consequently diverse commitments to public participation in public policy, made it hard 

to highlight the explanatory relevance of the processes of co-production of public 

participation. Qualitative research literature highlights the significance of contextual 

conditions as the core of comparative research (Mancini & Hallin, 2012). Hence, following 

Esser and Vliegenthart’s (2012) argument, the rationale for the case selection was deemed 

not compatible with the selected conceptual framework and the research question. The 

reflections sparked by this initial comparison, however, also highlighted how Italy and New 

Zealand could provide for a meaningful cross-country comparison. On the one hand, the 

two countries exhibit similar frameworks for wind energy governance and public 

participation. On the other hand, their local wind energy governances were different enough 

to enable an understanding of the variables at play during the processes of co-production. 

First, both New Zealand and Italy incorporate statutory provisions for public engagement 

in their resource consent processes (e.g. New Zealand’s Resource Management Act, 1991 

and Italy’s Environmental Impact Assessment), which guarantee legislated participatory 

practices. Secondly, both countries are unitary states that delegate part of the responsibility 

for energy planning to smaller units of governments, which are responsible for land use 

decisions through development permits that need to balance local decisions and the 

constraints of supra-local mandates and policies. This similarity was deemed particularly 

relevant, as national regimes affect the spaces available for public engagement and its 

practices (Cornwall, 2008; Gaventa & Barret, 2012) and were similarly expected to shape 
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local authorities’ engagement with the public. Thirdly, in both countries, the fast growth in 

wind energy installations from the mid-2000s to early 2010s (Gestore dei Servizi Energetici 

[GSE], 2018; IEA, 2017) met with significant public concerns linked to the impact of wind 

farms on what were perceived to be landscapes of significant cultural, aesthetic and 

ecological importance (Graham et al., 2009; Laviscio, 2017). It was expected these 

similarities would influence the respective local administrations’ framing of debate around 

wind farm proposals and of the imagined public. Finally, the last five years have also seen 

a significant reduction in the rate of newly installed wind capacity in both countries (GSE, 

2018; New Zealand Wind Energy Association [NZWEA], n.d.c). This deceleration creates 

a unique opportunity to investigate how previous relationships between institutions, the 

public and technology have shaped the debate around the co-production of participation 

and may affect future planning.  

While these similarities created the comparative basis for this research, a certain degree of 

differentiation was necessary (Pickvance, 2001) to contribute to the emergence of different 

constructions of public participation in wind energy debates. Most notably, the layers of 

governance in each country differ significantly due to the presence in Italy of a supra-

national level - the European Union, and a sub-provincial level - the municipal authorities. 

Both layers are absent in New Zealand. Furthermore, while New Zealand’s commitment to 

public participation is based exclusively on national legislation, in Italy it also linked to 

international and European strategies and priorities. These differences appeared 

particularly important, as the different multi-governance scales may influence the way in 

which the publics are able to engage with both the implementation of wind farms and their 

wider politics (Moss & Newig, 2010; Newig & Fritsch, 2009; Oates, 2002). 

Only operational wind farms were to be investigated. This delimitation significantly 

narrowed down the number of potential case studies, especially in Italy, where there are 

thousands of consented wind energy applications. This approach was also in line with 

previous studies of the social aspects of wind energy, which mostly focus on opponents to 

wind farms and how to increase public acceptance. Selecting operating wind farms allowed 

for the study of the dynamics of co-production which led to overcoming public opposition, 

offering potential insights on how they can increase or hinder social acceptance. This 

empirical research focused on the smallest units of wind energy governance: district and 

city councils in New Zealand, and municipal authorities in Italy. This delimitation was 

guided by the desire to investigate the levels of government that are usually the first points 
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of contact for the public and, given the trade-offs involved with wind farm, the most 

affected by the proposals (see Section 2.4).  

Following Patton’s (1999) guidelines for case study methodologies, specific wind farms 

and their related local administrations were selected to achieve information-richness and 

in-depth understanding rather than empirical generalisations. Each selected wind farm, 

hence, needed to bean information-rich case “from which one can learn a great deal about 

issues of central importance to the purpose of the inquiry” (Patton, 2002, p. 230). This 

purposeful selection also reflected the different realities of wind energy development in the 

two countries. Since in New Zealand there are 17 operational wind farms NZWEA, n.d.c) 

distributed across nine district and city councils, data were collected from at least one of 

the local authorities involved in the consenting process of currently operational wind farms. 

External experts were also contacted to share their experience and expertise, under 

recommendation of the affected councils.  

While this empirical data collection sought to capture New Zealand general trends, due to 

time and resource constraints, it was possible to provide an in-depth analysis of the 

corollary elements influencing local authorities’ performances for only one wind farm. 

Notably these elements were established after interviewing local authorities’ employees to 

reflect their point of view. Investigating only the elements flagged as important by the local 

authorities, rather than those emerging from the literature responded to co-productionist 

refusals of pre-given criteria to draw a picture that reflect the participant’s perspective (see 

previous sections). Rather than provide an overview of all the stakeholders involved in the 

framing of wind farms and public participation, this approach provides an analysis of those 

elements perceived as essential by the local authorities. A similar approach was undertaken 

in Italy, which accounts for the variation in the material analysed. For New Zealand, the 

suggested elements included external consultants, applicants and written submissions.  

The Te Uku wind farm was selected for this in-depth analysis based on three factors. First, 

at the commencement of this research, it was one of the most recently consented and 

operational wind farms in New Zealand, which meant those involved in its consenting 

process were probably still working at the council and would have a fresh memory of the 

events. Second, among the recently consented wind farms in New Zealand, it was the only 

one to have been assessed by a council dealing with this sort of project for the first time, 

which meant the information collected through the interviews was not building on previous 
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experiences. Finally, Te Uku was the closest wind farm to the University of Auckland, 

which made it easier to investigate for logistical reasons.  

Since in Italy there were almost 3,600 wind farms (GSE, 2018), interviewing all those 

involved in the consenting of wind farms over the last 10 years across the country was 

beyond the scope of this research. Hence, further consideration of case selection was 

necessary. As is often the case in diverse case methodology (Gerring, 2008), Italy’s internal 

decision-making process was considered to be largely homogeneous in all respects that 

might affect the causal relationships of interest. Therefore, the choice of the Italian wind 

farms was accomplished through purposive case selection. Tuscany was selected for three 

key reasons: the region has experienced wind energy growth in line with the national 

average (GSE, 2018); it was easily accessible; and it did not present specific pre-existing 

political-cultural patterns (e.g. strong presence of criminal organisations), which could 

have presented a risk for both potential research participants and me. While local authorities 

involved in the decision-making were contacted at the regional level, a sub-selection was 

necessary to provide an in-depth analysis of the circumstances framing their assessment. 

For Italy, the local authorities interviewed suggested that the applicants, environmental 

organisation and municipal boards be included in the analysis. The analysis focuses on five 

wind farms located in the Tuscan Province of Pisa, which were considered to clearly 

exemplify how wind farm development has taken place in Italy, as they are located in small 

municipalities and in close geographical proximity to each other, which is typical of the 

Italian wind energy development.  

Finally, Italy and New Zealand were also selected due to a lack of previous research on 

them. While cross-national studies of wind farms and participation are a common 

methodology in the transition literature, they mostly involve the study of Northern Europe 

and the USA. Hence, focusing the investigation on New Zealand and Italy would expand 

the literature beyond its traditional centres of study and contribute to the general 

understanding of these constructed phenomena. Despite the lack of cross-country 

comparison, the present research would be able to build on previous studies that had used 

either New Zealand (e.g. Laurian & Crawford, 2016) or Italy (e.g. Oles & Hammarlund, 

2011) as one of multiple case studies to evaluate their commensurable characteristics.  
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3.3.2 Limitations linked to the case selection 

There were two key limitations associated with the case selection. First, the case studies 

reflected the research focus on local government’s role with regard to ‘invited’ public 

participation opportunities - top-down engagement practices prescribed under national 

legislation - during large-scale wind farm resource consents. While this focus was in line 

with most of the existing participation literature, it offered only a partial picture of the 

participatory landscape in the two countries and its interactions with local and national 

legislations. Secondly, since the two main case studies centred on operational wind farms, 

the findings of this research can only present an overview of the co-productionist process 

at play during successful consent applications. Hence, the empirical evidence collected 

from this research and its analysis cannot on their own provide definitive conclusions on 

the cause and effect relationship between the co-productionist factors shaping public 

participation practices, nor between institutional framing and the final outcomes of 

consenting processes. While these limitations were expected to influence the results with 

respect to local authorities and co-produced participation, the case selections were 

consistent with the main research question and also reflected the time and resources 

available at the time of this research (see Chapter 7 for further reflections on limitations 

and future research). 

3.3.3 Research positionality    

Adopting an interpretive methodological framework hinges on self-scrutiny by the 

researcher of their positionality (Crotty, 1998; Creswell & Poth, 2018, p.21). At the core of 

this personal examination there is the understanding that academic research is not an 

independent and objective process. Rather it is constantly meditated through the 

researcher’s approaches to the world and their selected methodology, including their 

strategies of enquiry and analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2018). This understanding, in turn, 

helps navigate the complexities of researcher positionality and address the power relations 

that shape the research process (Smith, 2016), especially in cross-cultural research.  

The first of my ‘positionalities’ is my support and enthusiasm for renewable energy in 

general and wind energy in particular. My personal conviction that a transition towards 

renewable energy is not only necessary but also desirable influenced each step of my 

research design and the choice of wind farms as an example of objects of debate. 

Recognising my positive bias towards these technologies helped me critically assess my 
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questions to ensure they allowed participants to express their opinions freely and describe 

their experiences without fear of being judged. My positionality towards public 

participation has mostly been shaped by my personal experience with the construction of a 

wind farm close to my home town in Italy. In particular, the limited information and 

engagement opportunities made available to the public sparked my interest in the 

institutional rationales behind participatory frameworks and the local challenges to their 

implementation. Ultimately, these initial reflections informed my research question and 

design. I wanted to elicit experts’ perspectives and understandings to explore whether other 

countries deal with the issue of participation in similar ways. 

I am therefore aware that my personal views and background have shaped the development 

of this research, particularly while developing the research question, aims and design. 

However, the process of engaging with them has also helped me to adopt an open approach 

to multiple perspectives, some of which contrast with my own views. These reflections and 

consequent assessments will be highlighted in the following sections, together with how 

they translate in my analysis and findings. 

3.3.4 Research design limitation: generalisability  

Lack of generalisability is one of the main critiques of the case study methodology and 

intensive research design and an abundant literature has emerged to address these 

criticisms. Some of this research methodology scholarship suggests that generalisation of 

intensive research analysis can be achieved through identifying the political and 

participatory structures underlying each project through cross-national comparison, the 

possible transfer of the linkages discovered, and their embeddedness in terms of the existing 

literature (see Clifford et al., 2016). Scholars also argue that transferability can be achieved 

not only through statistical generalisation, but also through analytical generalisation based 

on carefully selection of cases and the creation of theory that is neither too abstract nor too 

case-specific (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Hay, 2010). While recognising the validity of these 

arguments, this research is not designed to achieve either form of generalisation. Rather, 

the intensive research design adopted for the two case studies was informed by the 

argument that “in-depth understanding about one manifestation of a phenomenon (a case) 

is valuable on its own without specific regard to how the phenomenon is manifest in cases 

that are not studies” (Hay, 2010, p.82). Hence, this research sought to create credible 

explanations of a specific phenomenon rather than embracing a ‘more-cases-is-better 
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approach’ (Hay, 2010). These considerations also guided the selection and identification of 

the two cases, one of the main challenges of qualitative case study development (Creswell 

& Poth, 2018; Gerring, & Cojocaru, 2016). The following section identifies the main 

criteria used to guide me through this delicate phase.  

3.4 Methods  

The ethnographic field studies conducted for the present research were based on a mixed 

qualitative method combining semi-structured interviews, a survey questionnaire with 

open-ended questions, and document analysis. The study of the wind farm proposals was 

based on an extensive analysis of national, regional and sub-regional legislation and 

strategies regulating both wind energy and public participation. Data were gathered through 

semi-structured, formal interviews, open-ended survey questions, and numerous informal 

email communications with local authorities and external experts. For the New Zealand 

case study, the analysis also included reviewing council reports on resource consent 

applications and public submissions. These were not made available in Italy. Instead, the 

analysis of the Italian case also focused on policies, legislation and commitments emanating 

from the European Union (EU) legislative framework and the ways in which these were 

translated at the national and regional level in Italy.  

The mixed methods approach suits the nature of case study inquiry, which “relies on 

multiple sources of evidence … and benefits from the prior development of theoretical 

propositions to guide data collection and analysis” (Yin, 2003, pp.13-14). Exploring 

multiple sources of information guarantees analytical comprehensiveness, favours the 

emergence of new insights, maximises data collection, and helps overcome practical 

constraints that can emerge during the selection and conduction of the case study (Axinn 

& Pearce, 2006). Finally, adopting different methodologies allows for data validation 

through triangulation. With respect to this research, triangulation is conceptualised from an 

interpretative perspective and achieved through comprehensive and diverse accounts of the 

experience of each project to maximise understanding in relation to the research question 

(Taylor, 2016). The following sections expand on each of the methods, identify the 

rationale for their selection along with relevant reflections, and highlight the details each 

method sought to capture.  
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3.4.1 Policy identification  

To understand the political context within which each wind farm was assessed, I sought to 

identify the main policy documents shaping wind energy and public participation in the 

two countries under investigation. Relevant international policies were also included in the 

Italian research due to the country’s EU membership and the widespread impact these 

policies have on the national political and administrative landscape. Particular regard was 

given to pieces of legislation detailing the devolution of authority to local government 

bodies and independent experts. These policies were obtained from internet searches, 

database search of literature, and library catalogue searches for prior policies and literature 

pertaining to them.  

3.4.2 Semi-structured interviews 

Semi-structured interviews are one of the most commonly used qualitative research 

methods. Among their main benefits, and very relevant to this research, is their 

conversational and informal design, which allows for open responses to encourage 

participants to explore issues they believe are important (Longhurst, 2016). For these 

reasons, they are often adopted in studies emphasising human agency in the making of 

energy publics and debates (Chilvers & Pallett, 2018). Semi-structured interviews were 

carried out with key individuals involved in wind farm resource consents in New Zealand 

and Italy. This method was considered complementary to the policy analysis (see Section 

3.3.1) and document analysis (see Section 3.3.4), as it helped highlight personal and first-

hand experiences unlikely to be included in formal reports.  

Semi-structured interviews were carried out with personnel involved with the wind farms 

in each country (a total of 21 interviews across the two case studies). Each participant was 

assigned a participant identification code by which they are identified in the consent forms 

(see section 3.3.6). Table 3.1 lists the participants and the general nature of their position 

within the respective local governments and/or project. The smaller number of Italian 

participants reflects the smaller size of the Italian administrations involved in the projects, 

as well as the greater willingness of New Zealand external experts to take part in the 

research compared to the Italian experts.  The words ‘senior employee’ was adopted to 

maintain participants’ anonymity, while also giving an indication of their position within 

the organization, which in turn qualifies their knowledge and its relevance for purposive 

sampling.  
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Table 3.1 List of interview participants with a general description of their involvement in each 

project3. 

Location Participant code  General description of participant position 
Waikato Region 
(interviews June 2015-

November 2016) 

 

WDC1 Senior planner at Waikato District Council  
WDC2 Senior employee at Waikato District Council 
WRC Senior employee at Waikato District Council 

WDC3 External expert for Waikato District Council 
WDC4 External expert for Waikato District Council 

I1 Senior employee at WEL Networks   
I2 Senior employee * at Meridian  
13 External expert for WEL Networks  

New Zealand-wide 

(interviews June 2015-

November 2016) 

 

PNCC1 Senior employee at Palmerston North District 

Council 
MPDC1 Senior employee at Matamata-Piako District 

Council  

RRDC1 External expert for Ruapehu and Rangitikei 

District 

TDC1 External expert for Tararua District Council. 

HDC1 Senior employee at Hurunui District Council 

STDC1 Senior employee at South Taranaki District 

Council 
Region of Tuscany 
(Interviews April 2016-

July 2017) 

CR1 Elected member at Municipality of Riparbella 

** 
CR2 Senior employee at Municipality of 

Riparbella 
CC1 Senior employee at Municipality of Chianni 
CSL1 Senior employee at Municipality of Santa 

Luce 
CM1 Senior employee at Municipality of 

Montecatini V.d.C. 
RT2 Senior employee at Region of Tuscany 

I1 Senior employee at F.E.R.A.  

Italy wide (interviews 

April 2016-July 2017) 
NGO1 

 

Senior employee at NGO 

* This interviewee had since left Meridian Energy but agreed to be interviewed based on their involvement 

in the project.  
** This interviewee was not directly involved in the consenting phase but took office after the project was 

approved.  

The selection of participants was a vital step in the research because the validity of expert-

opinion data depends on the quality of the experts themselves (Halperin & Heath, 2012). 

Potential participants were identified through purposeful sampling, which seeks to 

 
3 The expressions ‘senior planner’ and ‘Senior employee were used to avoid confusion between the two 

interviewees.  
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understand individual perspectives (Valentine, 2005) and reflects only the selected research 

scope, rather than being broadly representative (Patton, 2014). This approach was in line 

with Sandelowski’s (1995) recommendation that qualitative studies select a sample size 

that is large enough to allow the unfolding of a “new and richly textured understanding of 

the phenomenon under study, but small enough so that the deep, case-oriented analysis” (p. 

183) is obtainable. 

This selection method also aligned with the aim of the interviews, which was to elicit 

specific information and judgements from individuals with specialised and dedicated 

knowledge. Participants were therefore selected according to their involvement in the 

chosen projects and/or their familiarity with the research topic. The number and attributes 

of the participants were driven by an interpretative logic, which evaluated possible 

participants based on their potential contribution to the research, rather than in order to 

meet a pre-determined quota (Mason, 2002). It was also understood that participants only 

offered a partial and biased account of the specific circumstances under analysis that 

reflected their role, position and personal experiences and values. Yet, this personal 

interpretation was also considered an asset in establishing the role of local government 

framings in shaping the elements of public participation. 

 

3.4.2.1 Participant recruitment 

All participants were first contacted either by phone or email using details available on their 

work website. If the appropriate person to interview was not immediately clear, an initial 

email was sent to the council or municipal secretary to enquire about the best potential 

candidate for the interview and their contact details. Interviews were arranged to fit the 

participants’ schedules and preferences and were conducted either in person where 

possible, or via phone or Skype when logistically preferable to both participants and 

researcher. This flexible approach was adopted to ensure the interviews were conducted in 

a setting comfortable for the participants and to accommodate their preferences. 

Participant selection was expanded beyond the geographical boundaries of each case study 

to include experts and personnel from a wider area, namely the whole of New Zealand and 

Tuscany respectively. Expanding the pool of interviewees helped overcome the limitations 

of only interviewing people directly connected to each wind farm and allowed for the 
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collection of extensive and detailed answers. In order to further increase the participant 

pool, I also used a snowballing process. At the end of each interview, the participant was 

asked to recommend other potential interviewees. Consent was obtained from each 

participant prior to conducting the interview. Each interview was recorded, transcribed, 

and, in the Italian case, translated as soon as feasible. 

3.4.2.2 Interviews 

The interview phase was guided by an interview guide (Table 3.2) which I developed.  

Table 3.2 Interview schedule. 

Interview schedule 

• What was your role in the consenting process? 

• What is the role of each level of local government in the assessment of the proposed 

wind farm? 

• Was this assessment a political or a technical matter? 

• Could you indicate the most common themes – both supporting and opposing – 

considered during the assessment? 

• How would you describe the public engagement with the proposal?  

• What do you think is the rationale for public involvement in the decision-making 

process? 

• In your opinion, are these measures a sufficient indicator of the general public opinion 

regarding the assessed wind farm? 

• Can you describe the structure of relationships between different stakeholders (e.g. 

national level government, regional level government, industry, community groups, 

NGOs?) 

• Is the current legislation promoting a synergetic approach to the assessment? 

• What is the role of external experts? 

• What are the main measures to include public participation in the assessment of the wind 

farm? 

• Did any organised group emerge to contest or promote the wind farm? 

• Are there any community benefits associated with the consented wind farm? If so, what 

role do they have? 

• If you were to change any part of the assessment process, what would it be? 
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It was then reviewed by my supervisors and the University of Auckland Human Participants 

Ethics Committee (UAHPEC), translated into Italian, and tested with volunteers. During 

the interviews, I did not follow the schedule rigidly, but employed a flexible and 

conversational questioning approach. Similarly, questions were not necessarily asked in the 

same order in each interview, to let the discussion unfold in a relaxed manner and allow 

participants to focus on issues they deemed important. At the end of each interview, 

however, I reviewed the prepared list of questions to ensure all topics had been covered. 

There was also variation in the prompting I provided to each participant to account for their 

different backgrounds and expertise. While several participants asked to review the 

interview schedule prior to the interview, each interview maintained an informal tone.  

 

3.4.3 Open-ended question survey 

In addition to semi-structured interviews, I distributed three questionnaires with open-

ended questions for each case study (Table 3.3). While all the questionnaires were 

developed to reflect the semi-structured interview schedule (Table 3.2), each one was 

tailored to the diverse participants’ positions and local circumstances (e.g. by referencing 

the specific wind farm proposal). Additionally, each Italian participant was sent a specific 

list of questions via email that reflected their respective local government role and 

functions. This additional tailoring was not necessary for the three New Zealand 

participants, as they were members of the same level of government.  

Table 3.3 List of participants who chose to answer to the questions in writing. 

Country Participant code General description of their position/ council represented 

New Zealand WCC1 Senior employee at Wellington City Council 

ICC1 Senior employee at Invercargill City Council 

CDC Senior employee at Clutha District Council 

Italy RT1 Elected member at Region of Tuscany 

RT3 Senior employee at Region of Tuscany 

CP1 Elected member at Pontedera Municipality 

 

The approach described above goes against a key feature of traditional surveys: 

standardised questions to allow for comparability. However, even standardised questions 

cannot ensure standard respondent interpretations of questions, which can in turn 
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compromise the comparability of the data (Axinn & Pearce, 2006). As previously stated, 

the scope of this thesis is not direct comparability, but the creation of a comprehensive, in-

depth picture of each case study that reflects each participant’s experience. Hence, a 

tailored approach was preferred over a standardised one to ensure all participants could 

fully understand the questions and provide information specific to their position and role – 

and to the general themes of the research.  

While this data collection method was not part of the initial design, it was added to 

accommodate participants’ preferences and schedules. The decision to include a brief 

survey with open-ended questions was justified by the similarities in the data collected 

through the open-ended questions and semi-structured interviews in this research. In 

particular, in both cases:  

Respondents are not limited in answering questions, they can express in their own words 

the fullest possible range of attitudes, preferences and emotions, and their ‘true’ 

viewpoints may be better represented (McLafferty, 2017, p.131).  

As such, the qualitative information collected through both avenues was analysed using the 

same qualitative methodologies (see Section 3.4). 

The open-ended questions resulted in more formal and less organic answers than the 

interviews and left limited space for follow-up and clarifying questions. To partially 

overcome this challenge, each participant was asked and later agreed to answer any 

additional questions I may have had after reviewing their answers.  

3.4.4 Document analysis 

In addition to policy analysis, semi-structured interviews and an open-ended question 

survey, documents were sought relating to each of the wind farms in the case studies. These 

included planning documents, strategic plans, industry statements and plans, planner 

reviews, local administration websites, fact sheets and information sheets, newspaper 

articles, and academic articles. The document analysis provided data on the context within 

which participants operated, material for some interview questions, details of events which 

participants referred to but did not detail, as well as details of events that happened before 

some of the participants had become involved in the projects.  

Specifically, in New Zealand I reviewed 77 currently operational and proposed district, city 

and regional plans to establish their compliance with the National Policy Statement for 
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Renewable Electricity Generation (2011), as this issue had not previously been the subject 

of academic or policy analysis. A similar investigation was not required in Italy because 

regional compliance to national and international targets and politics on renewable energy 

had already been at the core of several political and academic studies. On the other hand, I 

did undertake a close investigation of the current documentation from the Tuscan trial of 

the public debate option for public participation. The option was later introduced at the 

national level, but no formal investigation of its application in the context of renewables 

had been presented at the time of my research.  

In collecting these documents for both cases, careful consideration was given to their biased 

selectivity, as such documents tend to reflect corporate policies and/or sector interests, as 

well as presenting one-sided information that may not fully address the research question 

(Bowen, 2009). To mitigate the effect of these biased data on the research, attention was 

given to understanding the purpose of each document and its target audience. Moreover, 

data derived from these documents were always contextualised within the broader literature 

and the results emerging from the interviews and surveys conducted for this research. Given 

the understanding that extrapolation derived from document analysis was subjective and 

not directly transferable to my research, insights emerging from this document analysis 

were always filtered through a process of continuous reflection over the aim and methods 

of this research.  

3.4.5 Ethical considerations 

Guiding the research design was the understanding that researchers need to: 

 actively anticipate and take responsibility for possible downsides, purposes and 

social/ethical implications before and during—not just after—the event of participation 

and democratic engagement (Chilvers and Pallett, 2018, p.11). 

This argument acted as a constant reminder of the potential externalities embedded in 

public participation practices, such as exclusion, marginalisation and disempowerment of 

certain actors and perspectives (e.g. Smith et al., 2016), as well as the ethical dilemma of 

renewables in terms of their uneven cost and benefit distribution (Kimmins, 2001). By 

adopting this stance, the research sought to contribute to what Chilvers and Kearnes (2016b, 

p.76) define as “responsible democratic innovations”, which require “opening up and 

accounting for the inherent uncertainties, framing effects, politics, power relations, social 

assumptions, and unintended consequences of emergent technologies of participation”. 
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As a requirement for ensuring these ethical considerations were put into practice, I sought 

permission to undertake this research from The University of Auckland Human Participants 

Ethics Committee (UAHPEC). After permission was granted, potential participants were 

approached by email or phone and provided with an outline of the proposed research and 

the proposed research method – semi-structured interviews and questionnaires. The 

conditions of the UAHEPC ethics approval required a number of measures to be 

undertaken. Accordingly, all participants were provided with a Participant Information 

Sheet (Appendix 1 and Appendix 2), which outlines the scope of the research, its intended 

outputs, the researcher’s commitment to each participant, and participants’ rights. This 

document also includes particular ethical clauses, including a requirement to safeguard 

participant confidentiality (Berg & Lune, 2012, p.93), but with an understanding that, given 

the nature of the interviews, details of their job position were to be shared. 

These reflections, coupled with the understanding that all research methods involve ethical 

considerations, guided my data collection, analysis and reporting to ensure the rights of all 

participants were protected, while also creating a safe space for the research. Hence, this 

research was conducted according to the three core principles of ethical behaviour as 

indicated by Hay (2016) – justice, beneficence/non-maleficence, and respect (Table 3.4). 

Following the UAHEPC guidelines, any empirical data collected during the interviews is 

required to be kept in a securely encrypted file that contains no information that personally 

identifies the participants. As a result, the identity of participants and participation in the 

project are known only to me – the principal investigator – and whomever they may choose 

to tell. However, due to their specific role and position, it is possible some participants 

could be identified by either their colleagues or supervisor and certain opinion tracked back 

to them (as stated in the Participant Information Sheet). 
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Table 3.4 Principles of ethical research practice, with a reflection on considerations for the 

research (adapted from Hay, 2016). 

Principle Explanation  Considerations for this research 
Justice The distribution of 

benefits and 

burdens 

I do not believe the processes of this research could be 

used to gain power by and over any particular group, as its 

scope is to highlight practices that promote public 

acceptance of wind farms. However, it is understood that 

some of the conclusions drawn may position certain 

institutions or practices in a negative light.  

Benefice/ 

non-

malice 

Maximisation of 

participant benefits 

and minimisation of 

discomfort 

Potential sources of discomfort 
• Participants may feel a sense of unease around the way 

they have performed or are performing within their 

position. 

• Participants may feel a sense of discomfort due to 

recalling and narrating potentially negative 

experiences and challenging circumstances. 

• Participants may feel that their comments may be 

taken out of context. 

Potential benefits 
• Participants may welcome the interview as an 

opportunity to share their positive experiences and 

knowledge on the subject. 

• By reviewing past circumstances from a different 

perspective, participants may gain some new insights.  

Respect Protection of 

participants and 

consideration of 

their well-being 

Respect will be shown to all participants in the research. 

Particular regard has been given to the nuances and 

differences emerging due to the research being conducted 

in two different countries. I was also aware of the need to 

show respect towards participants’ opinions and 

experiences and avoid bias in my questioning, data analysis 

and reporting.  

 

Finally, participants were asked to sign a Consent Form (Appendix 3 and Appendix 4) to 

ensure they fully understood all the ethical clauses, the voluntary nature of their 

participation, and other essential information. Table 3.5 summarises how ethical 

considerations were incorporated in each phase of the research to ensure the principles 

outlined in the participant information sheets were respected and to guarantee the integrity 

of the research. 
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Table 3.5 Ethical issues and the ways they were addressed in this research (adapted from 

Creswell & Poth, 2018). 

Timing during 

research process 
Actions 

Prior to study • Select sites according to specific characteristics 

• Consult literature on ethical conduct of research 

• Apply and receive University of Auckland Human Participants 

Ethics Committee (UAHPEC) approval 

Beginning of data 

collection 
• Promptly disclose the purpose of the study 

• Distribute Participant Information Sheets 

• Assure participants that their participation is voluntary 

• Ensure informed consent through asking participants to sign the 

Consent Form prior to interviews 

• Have sensitivity to the participants needs 

• Negotiate interview arrangements to fit participants’ schedule 

Collection of data • Minimise inconvenience to participants 

• Discuss the purpose and the use of data 

• Ensure consent for recording 

• Avoid deception and leading questions 

• Acknowledge potential power imbalances 

• Store material securely (for six years) 

• Send each participant a transcript of their interview to provide 

opportunity to change their initial statements (within six months) 

• Provide possibility for participants to be sent research findings 

Analysis of data • Avoid selective disclosure of only desired results 

• Assign a participant code to each interviewee to respect participants’ 

privacy 

Reporting data • Report honestly 

• Avoid falsification of data and results 

• Reference appropriately 

• Avoid disclosing confidential information 

• Use appropriate language 

 

3.3.6 Cross-cultural research 

Given the international nature of the two case studies, I tried to be particularly aware of 

cultural similarities and differences, fieldwork ethics, power relations, and language use, 

among other issues. Following Smith’s (2016) guidelines for cross country research, 

particular attention was dedicated to understanding how participants were situated in their 

respective social relations and to the potential power imbalance between participants and 

researcher. Another main consideration was the on-going negotiation of my position as an 
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insider/outsider. I was aware that my position as an Italian PhD student at a New Zealand 

university would likely result in me being treated as an ‘outsider’ in both case studies - in 

New Zealand due to my nationality and accent, in Italy due to my affiliation to a foreign 

institution. While in my personal experience the Italian and New Zealand cultures are quite 

similar overall, I remained open to the possibility there would be differences between the 

two countries in practices and expectations. However, I considered these differences more 

as an opportunity than a liability, as they offered opportunities for dialogue and the 

exchange of experiences. For instance, in both countries, participants were more willing to 

explain their roles and experiences in great detail, rather than assuming I had prior 

knowledge because I was ‘local’ (to New Zealand) or embedded in the country’s academic 

and political culture (in Italy). Moreover, participants in both New Zealand and Italy often 

asked about the other country’s practices, which further stimulated their own reflections 

and accounts, as well as raising interesting comparisons and further strengthening my 

research. 

The most evident dimension of the insider/outsider negotiation was the language spoken 

with each participant. As part of my provisional year as a PhD candidate at the University 

of Auckland, I had to undertake and pass an English exam to attest to my ability to conduct 

research in New Zealand. However, my accent immediately marked me as foreign, which 

could have resulted in New Zealand participants using simpler vocabulary and reducing the 

depth of their observations to ensure I could follow their arguments. In order to overcome 

this obstacle, I meticulously prepared for my interviews by preparing the questions and 

thoroughly researching the subject to ensure I had enough background information to offset 

this potential initial perception.  

I also gave significant consideration to the appropriate style of speech to use with 

participants. While interviews in New Zealand were conducted more informally to match 

the conversational style of the participants, a formal style of speech was always used in 

Italy, including the use of formal third person pronouns, as is standard practice in formal 

settings, and to match the register used by interviewees.  

With the exception of the Italian data collection, document and policy analysis, the core of 

this research was conducted in English, and extreme care was taken to ensure appropriate 

terminology was used in both languages, especially during the translation process. My 

previous university training as a translator and interpreter helped ensure the terminology 



63 
 

remained meaningful in both target languages (i.e. to achieve concept equivalence) and that 

the ethics and politics of translation were considered throughout the research project (i.e. 

by ensuring the confidentiality and accuracy of the translation). Moreover, taking linguistic 

differences into account helped highlight wider meanings and significance. For instance, 

the Italian term for wind farm - ‘parco eolico’ - literally translated as ‘wind park/garden’, 

has often been contested in the general discourse. Wind farm opponents argue that the term 

is misleading, as the word ‘park’ implies a natural environment, which contrasts to their 

perception of the wind farm as a human-made infrastructure. While these critiques are only 

marginal to the research question, they helped highlight the conflictual relation between 

wind farms and environment, which is at the core of most public opposition to their 

development (see Section 2.2.1).  

Particular consideration was also given to my different power relations with participants in 

the two countries. In both case studies, each participant exercised a disproportionately 

higher influence on the outcome of events or policies studied in my research area than I do, 

which is typical of elite interviews. My communications with regional and provincial 

authorities in Italy exhibited the challenges typical of this type of interview, including 

convincing officials to take part in the interview, gaining their trust, and choosing the 

appropriate language register (Pierce, 2008, p.119). Further, interviews in Italy were often 

conducted through the mediation of the participant’s political secretary. In contrast, all 

communications with New Zealand authorities were conducted directly with the final 

participants (see Section 3.3.3). These circumstances make it explicit that Italian regional 

and provincial participants held greater power in their relations with me, while in dealings 

with their New Zealand counterparts I was perceived to be more equal. Moreover, Italian 

participants often required a formal letter of introduction from the University of Auckland 

confirming the scope, authenticity and integrity of my research in addition to the participant 

information sheets and consent forms provided to all participants. To overcome these 

challenges, I made provision for an extended time frame for the Italian data collection, 

divided into two phases, to account for the delays in contacting people and arranging 

interviews, and included a questionnaire with open-ended questions as one of the data 

collection methods.  
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3.5 Analysis  

In line with the prolific literature on case study methodology (e.g. Berg & Lune, 2012; 

Creswell & Poth, 2018; Odell, 2001; Schwandt & Gates, 2018; Yin, 2003; 2014), the thesis 

first presents a separate analysis of each case study (New Zealand and Italy), and then 

undertakes a cross-case analysis looking for similar and contrasting patterns to establish 

typicality and trends. Content analysis - the systematic analysis of textual information 

(Halperin & Heath, 2012) - was undertaken for the policy documents, interview transcripts 

and other documents pertaining to each case study. The analysis of both pre-existing 

secondary sources and generated data followed the three steps indicated by Halperin and 

Heath (2012) - data reduction, coding and analysis.  

I adapted my data analysis approach to the different forms of qualitative data collected 

(Cope & Kurtz, 2016). The analysis of secondary sources included a reflection on their 

scope (see Sections 3.3.1 and 3.3.4) to assess their relevance to my research question. On 

the other hand, the analysis of the interviews and surveys followed a more tailored 

approach, because the majority of the data emerged from questions specifically designed 

to address the research question itself. Data were first selected, transformed and condensed 

from the original field notes and transcriptions of the interviews. This step was informed 

by the prior analysis of the policy documents and documents relating to each project, as 

they helped in identifying and extracting the most meaningful and relevant parts of the 

interview text.  

Next, I started to code the reviewed material to reveal patterns between key factors and to 

develop themes that linked to the conceptual frame of the project (Cope & Kurtz, 2016). I 

utilised an in-source coding system to organise the data into topic areas based on the main 

components of the conceptual framework that emerged from the literature reviewed in 

Chapter 2. Hence, initial codes were developed following a directed content analysis 

approach, “where the analysis starts with a theory or relevant research findings as guidance 

for initial codes” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.1277).  

Codes were developed under six broad themes: 

• What is the role of local government in the overall assessment of the project?  

• What are the practices used for public participation? 

• Are wind farm resource consents a political or technical matter? 
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• What is the local administrations’ understanding of the public? 

• What is the local administration’s understanding of the proposals? 

• What is the role of independent experts?  

Since “coding involves reading and rereading, thinking and rethinking, and developing 

codes that are tentative and temporary along the way” (Cope & Kurtz, 2016, p.251), I 

continuously reflected throughout the process on the significance of the data for my 

research question and considered implications for reliability and validity. These initial 

themes were then expanded through conventional content analysis, “where coding 

categories are derived directly from the text data” (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005, p.1277). This 

approach allowed me to add new codes and sub-codes to the original ones as they emerged 

from the data analysis itself. For instance, the Italian case study introduced the theme of 

royalties and community negotiation, which was initially overlooked in the New Zealand 

case study due to different the practices and roles of authorities. 

Initial notes were taken while reading documents and transcribing and translating the 

interviews to connect the data to this initial coding scheme. The documents were then 

imported into NVivo, a computer-aided qualitative analysis software (CAQDAS) 

programme. I chose NVivo because I was already familiar with the programme, which 

provides ease of organisation and analysis and also offers training. Moreover, NVivo 

allowed me to quickly and efficiently retrieve the data, and to connect it to external 

materials. The software was particularly useful once sub-codes were added to the original 

six themes, as it allowed me to create an easily accessible structured record of the codes 

and their relative themes as they emerged from the analysis itself. 

Finally, sequences of text marked with the respective codes were collected together and 

later linked to other codes to bring into focus the intended web of meaning (Halperin & 

Heath, 2012). The New Zealand and Italian case studies were first analysed separately to 

ensure each was extensively and comprehensively understood. I then undertook a 

comparative analysis, as elements from each case highlighted both common and unique 

practices between the cases, or vice-versa. I then revised the data “to cross-check these 

emergent conclusions, to validate findings by cross-checking with other questions and 

information from other respondents” (Halperin & Heath, 2012, pp.281-282). The final and 

more critical stage of analysis was developing a discussion to embed the two case studies 

and their themes within the contemporary literature.  
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3.5 Summary 

In this chapter, I have outlined the methodology employed within my research, providing 

a summary of the inductive, empirical methodological framework that underpins the 

research and the motivation for my decision to undertake a cross-national comparison 

between two internally valid case studies. The case study methodology used in this research 

reflects a common trend in the study of the social aspects of renewable energy development 

and incorporates consideration of event situationally and researcher positionality. Taking 

these considerations into account from the earliest stages of my research design helped me 

overcome potential obstacles and use the cross-cultural differences as an opportunity to 

enrich the data collection and ultimately the data analysis itself, rather than seeing them as 

a limiting factor.  

The methods used for each case study were developed to maximise data collection and 

overcome practical constraints. As such, policy and document analysis were carried out 

alongside semi-structured interviews and a short survey based on open-ended questions. 

The case studies were examined individually to offer meaningful insights into the 

contextual circumstances in New Zealand and Italy and are presented in Chapter 4 and 

Chapter 5 respectively. Subsequently, the themes emerging from each case are set in a 

comparative context to offer externally valid and potentially transferable explanations. The 

conclusions emerging from this overall comparison are presented in Chapter 6. Finally, 

Chapter 7 presents the considerations that emerge when the case studies, both individually 

and as part of this comparison, are positioned in the contemporary literature. 
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Chapter 4: Aoteroa New 

Zealand 
 

 

4.1 Introduction 

Informed by the review of the key literature on public participation and energy transition 

(Chapter 2), this chapter explores how New Zealand’s participatory process actively 

constructs the public, the issue, and procedural formats of collective participatory practices 

regarding wind energy matters. Specifically, the chapter focuses on local government 

framing of the provisions for ‘invited’ public participation - top-down engagement practices 

prescribed under national legislation - during large-scale wind farm resource consents. The 

term ‘local government’ is here used to define New Zealand regional councils and territorial 

authorities - an umbrella term that includes 12 city councils (which are largely urban), 54 

district councils, and the Auckland Council (which is the result of the amalgamation of 

eight former councils)4. While both layers of government are essential for wind energy 

governance (Ministry for the Environment, n.d.c), this chapter focuses on territorial 

authorities, as they are the first point of contact for both the wind farm applicants and the 

public (Quality Planning, n.d.b).  

Since the interactions between a variety of social and material elements and participatory 

practices are essential to the implementation of participation (Barad, 2007; Fraser, 2010) 

and its co-production, this chapter first provides the context in which these mutual and 

continuous interactions take place. First, it explores New Zealand’s renewable electricity 

portfolio and outlines the country’s potential for wind energy development. Building on 

this base, the following sections evaluate the political instruments currently used to promote 

future renewable energy development and the energy culture they enforce, as well as the 

space allocated by such legislation to public participation in wind energy resource consent 

processes. To provide a more in-depth understanding of the dynamics at play during these 

 
4 Six of the territorial authorities, including Auckland Council are unitary authorities, as they have the same 

power of regional authorities (LGNZ, n.d.). 
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consenting processes, this wider participatory framework is then integrated with an analysis 

of the research interviews and questionnaires responses (Table 4.1).  

Table 4.1 List of the experts, council planners, and employees of the electricity companies 

interviewed for this research5. 

Organisation  Function Relevant wind 

farm(s) 

Date of 

communication 

Interviews 

Waikato District 

Council 

Senior planner   Te Uku May 18, 2015 

Waikato District 

Council 

Senior employee   Te Uku May 18, 2015 

Waikato Regional 

Council 

Senior employee   Te Uku September 6, 

2016 

Waikato District 

Council  

External expert Te Uku June 16, 2016  

Palmerston North 

District Council 

Senior employee   Te Apiti June 26, 2015 

Hurunui District 

Council planner 

Senior employee   Mt Cass, Hurunui September 29, 

2015 

South Taranaki 

District Council 

Senior employee   South Taranaki October 14, 2016 

Ruapehu and 

Ragitikei District 

Council 

External consent 

manager 

Central Wind September 29, 

2015 

Tararua District 

Council 

External consent 

manager 

Te Apiti, Castle Hill, 

Puketoi, Waitahora, 

Mt Munro, Te Rere 

Hau 

October 12, 2015 

Meridian Energy Senior employee   Te Uku November 11, 

2015 

WEL Network Senior employee   Te Uku November 11, 

2015 

WEL Network External expert Te Uku May 18, 2015 

Open-ended question survey  

Wellington City 

Council 

Senior employee    May 2016 

Invercargill City 

Council 

Senior employee    May 2016  

Clutha District 

Council 

Senior employee    May 2016 

In the table and in the text, the words ‘senior employee’ was adopted to maintain 

participants’ anonymity, while also giving an indication of their position within the 

 
5 The expressions ‘senior planner’ and ‘Senior employee were used to avoid confusion between the two 

interviewees.  
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organization, which in turn qualifies their knowledge and its relevance for purposive 

sampling. In the analysis, specific attention is dedicated to the role of local authorities, their 

framings of the participatory process, the wind energy projects, and the publics, as well as 

their interactions with the public, the developers, and external experts.  

4.2 New Zealand’s renewable electricity portfolio 

Debates over wind farm proposals are never isolated; rather, they are embedded in ‘political 

situations’ (Barry, 2013) encompassing a multiplicity of disagreements that go beyond the 

specificity of wind farms. New Zealand’s existing renewable electricity portfolio provides 

the backdrop to these debates, as it shapes the country’s geography of electricity production 

and wind energy development opportunities. New Zealand’s remoteness, low population 

density and isolation from global energy markets have pushed the country to capitalise on 

its vast and cost-competitive renewable energy resources (IEA, 2017). This historical 

dependence is still evident in the country’s current reliance on renewables for electricity 

generation (Figure 4.1). Currently, renewables generate more than 80% of the country’s 

electricity (Ministry of Business, Innovation & Employment [MBIE], 2017a), one of the 

highest percentages in the OECD (MBIE, 2017b).  

 
Figure 4.1. The evolution of renewable electricity supply in New Zealand expressed in gross 

petajoules (MBIE, 2020). 
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The New Zealand renewable energy portfolio, however, is having to evolve in the face of 

resource and non-technical constraints. While hydropower has provided the backbone of 

the country’s electricity supply for the last 100 years (MBIE, 2015), its future growth is 

unlikely, as most of the sites for large-scale hydro generation have already been exploited 

(IEA, 2017). The vulnerability of New Zealand’s hydro storage capacity to meteorological 

conditions is also a driver for diversification of its electricity sources (Jamieson, 2005; IEA, 

2010; 2017). So far, new installations of geothermal, solar and wind electricity capacity 

have been able to match the plateauing of hydro generation and the decline in the country’s 

fossil fuel generation (Smith, 2017). Of these three renewable electricity sources, solar 

photovoltaic (PV) and solar thermal remain the smallest contributors. While these 

technologies have registered significant growth in the last decade (Energy Efficiency and 

Conservation Authority [EECA], 2001; MBIE, 2017b), their current and future 

contributions are hindered by their small initial base (IEA, 2017) and scarce political 

support6. On the other hand, geothermal represents the lion’s share of this energy transition, 

as the country has one of the highest geothermal generation capacities in the world (Ren21, 

2015). Finally, of particular relevance for the focus of this research, wind electricity 

generation has shown rapid growth in New Zealand and has the potential to match the future 

electricity demand of the entire country (EECA, 2001). 

New Zealand’s wind energy growth is built on three key features. First, the country enjoys 

one the highest on-shore wind capacity factors7 in the world (NZWEA, n.d.a) due to the 

constant winds that blow throughout its two main islands (EECA, n.d.a; IEA, 2017). This 

stable, abundant wind supply makes it easier for New Zealand than for most other countries 

to accommodate wind energy generation in its electricity grid (NZWEA, 2016, p.8). 

Furthermore, high capacity factor means that New Zealand wind farms are more likely to 

be profitable and viable, as the strong and constant resource can be more effectively 

converted into electricity than many international counterparts. Secondly, New Zealand’s 

wind energy is compatible with its existing hydropower capacity. For instance, new wind 

farms in the North Island would help reduce the stress on the country’s electricity grid 

(IEA, 2017; Nair & Zhang, 2009; NZWEA, 2016), particularly during dry periods (Bull, 

 
6 Part of this slow growth is linked to the cautious and/or openly critical position towards these 

technologies of various government agencies and politicians (see Electricity Authority, 2016; Parliamentary 

Commission for the Environment, 2012; Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, 2016; 

Underhill, 2014). 
7 Capacity factor represents how close a wind turbine operates to ideal output. 
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2010; IEA, 2017). This compatibility is particularly relevant as New Zealand relies on a 

‘stand-alone’ isolated grid, which is not linked to an international electricity network. As a 

result of this isolation, the country has had to overbuild its electricity generation capacity 

to ensure its system reliability and resilience. 

Hence, a more diversified electricity generation portfolio would help reduce the pressure 

on the grid. Finally, wind is the country’s most cost-effective option for new grid-based 

electricity (REN21, 2016, p.79), thanks to a strong national dollar and low steel prices, 

which have significantly reduced construction costs (EECA, n.d.b). New Zealand opened 

its first commercial wind farm in the mid-1990s and since then 18 others have become 

operational (Figure 4.1), contributing to around 5% of the country’s total electricity 

generation (MBIE, 2017a). 

Among the existing wind farms, the Te Uku wind farm is a clear example of New Zealand’s 

wind energy potential. First, as the northernmost wind farm in the country (Figure 4.2), it 

contributes to efforts to diversify wind energy implementation away from its traditional 

centres in New Zealand (NZWEA, n.d.c). Secondly, the wind farm displays the growing 

economic viability of New Zealand wind energy generation. At the time of its construction, 

it was one of only two wind farms in the world8 to be implemented without government 

subsidy (Siemens, 2011). Thirdly, it demonstrates that New Zealand wind energy can safely 

be relied upon in terms of electricity generation outputs on an annual basis, as it has 

maintained a relatively constant capacity factor and a generation output (Meridian Energy, 

2016). Finally, it shows that wind energy technology is not only able to coexist with 

different land uses, as it is located on an operational sheep and cattle farm, but also meet 

high environmental construction standards9 (Figure 4.3). In light of these characteristics, 

while Te Uku is currently the only wind farm operational in the Waikato District Council 

area, the district is expected to increase its wind energy production in the future (Carson, 

2012). 

 

 
8 The other wind farm is West Wind wind farm, also located in New Zealand. 
9 Te Uku received several national awards, including Environment Waikato’s inaugural Earthworks Site of 

the Year award in 2010 and the New Zealand Contractors' Federation/Hirepool Construction Award for its 

category in 2011, as well as the Deloitte 2011 Environmental Excellence Award (Coffey, 2016). 
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Figure 4.2 Operational and consented wind farms in New Zealand (adapted from NZWEA, 

n.d.c.). 



73 
 

 

Figure 4.3 Te Uku wind farm (Author'own, 2016). 

While wind energy in New Zealand registered a 283% increase between 2005 and 2015 

alone (IEA, 2017), the sector is far from saturated. Numerous highly-production sites are 

still available (NZWEA, 2016) and projections show the wind energy sector could grow to 

20% of total electricity generation by 2030 (NZWEA, 2013). Yet, the current and projected 

flat electricity demand has almost halted new capacity installations by creating an 

unfavourable risks-and-returns balance (Bailey & Inderberg, 2016; IEA, 2017). While this 

slowdown represents an obstacle to the achievement of the country’s renewable energy 

commitments, it also offers a unique opportunity to investigate the politics that have shaped 

the development of wind energy in the last decades and their impact on the framing of both 

the public and wind farms. 
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4.2.1 The social gap in public acceptance of wind energy in New Zealand  

The multiplicity of framings to which wind farms are open produce separate interests and 

desired outcomes (Pieraccini, 2015), thus creating the basis for the wind energy debate 

(Juerges & Newig, 2015). These contrasting framings align with international examples of 

the ‘social gap’ (Bell et al., 2005) between the reported high public acceptance of wind 

power (EECA, 2008; NZWEA, 2011; Parliamentary Commission for the Environment, 

2006; Stephenson & Ioannou, 2013; Stephenson & Lawson, 2013) and strong local public 

opposition to wind farm proposals (Graham et al., 2009; NZWEA, 2016). This particular 

social gap is also significant within the New Zealand renewable energy portfolio, where 

wind energy scores better in national acceptance polls than other technologies, but wind 

farms consent proposals are the most contested in the country (Stephenson & Ioannou, 

2010).  

This gap is reflective of the tension between narratives that emphasise wind energy’s 

contribution to the collective good by providing low carbon energy and those that focus on 

the negative impacts for communities in close proximity to wind farm projects, such as 

roadworks and altered visual amenity value (Haggett, 2008; Huber & Horbaty, 2010; 

Warren et al., 2005). Local administrations engage in the consenting and participatory 

process in a way that reflects their ambitions, desired outcomes (Irwin & Wynne, 1996), 

and beliefs about wind farms (Cornwell et al., 2013; MacArthur, 2015). There is, hence, an 

inevitable degree of artificiality around these processes (Stirling, 2008), as the preferences 

of local administrations are shaped by a variety of existing and mutually influencing frames 

used to cope with the uncertainties and complexities of weighing multiple interests in 

decision-making (Chilvers, 2008). Hence, the way these contrasting narratives are balanced 

can be expected to substantially affect the official boundaries of debate and the elements 

upon which the public is invited to participate.  

On a more technical level, industry research has linked this social gap to the rapid 

installation of new wind farms and consequent concerns about the prospect of large-scale 

plants being installed over significantly extended areas and within a short period of time 

(NZWEA, 2016). According to the NZWEA report, these public concerns translate into 

longer and more expensive resource consent applications, pushing developers to favour 

smaller wind farms. This shift, hence, confirms the performative role of the imagined public 

in the development of technology, as highlighted in the international literature (see Maranta 
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et al., 2003; Rydin et al., 2018; Walker et al., 2010). Given the scope of the present research, 

these surveys and studies are not used to support further investigation of the extent of this 

gap and the factors shaping it, but rather to inform the understanding of why wind farms 

are controversial in New Zealand. Specifically, academic research on social acceptance of 

wind farms in New Zealand (Baines, 2005; Klain et al., 2018) attests to the importance of 

the consenting process in shaping public attitudes towards wind farms (see Hall et al., 

2005). This confirmation, in turn, provides the basis for an analysis of how national and 

local institutional framing contributes to the phenomenon in the context of public 

participation.  

4.3 Multi-level governance of wind energy: the 

national context  

Multi-level governance of public participation practices means that local government is 

often required to balance national targets and policies with local interests (Laurian & 

Crawford, 2016; MacLaren Loring, 2007). By providing the overarching parameters used 

to promote, install and discuss wind energy, national legislations and objectives set the 

boundaries for wind farm proposals and the elements of the process in which the public is 

invited to participate. Hence, while specific frames for debate emerge with each wind farm 

proposal, national-level legislation and policies provide the perimeter or outer limits within 

which local authorities contribute to the co-production of public participation during wind 

farm resource consents. 

The national political-legislative context of New Zealand is significantly influenced by the 

country’s historical reliance on renewable sources of electricity, which has allowed New 

Zealand to “hit the ground running” (Ministry of Economic Development [MED], 2007, 

p.2) to achieve energy transition. Paradoxically however, this traditional reliance on 

renewable sources of electricity has also decreased the urgency for transition and 

contributed to a national energy culture that reflects energy policy inaction and 

complacency (Howlett & Kemmerling, 2017). This approach is evident in the limited 

regulatory policies, incentives and support mechanisms put in place to facilitate new 

renewable energy installations (Palmer & Grinlinton, 2014; REN21, 2015), leaving market 

forces as the main driver for the achievement of the 90% target for renewable electricity 

(BusinessNZ Energy Council, 2015; MBIE, 2015).  
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Currently, three key national policy and legislative instruments shape the co-production of 

wind energy as the object of participation. As New Zealand’s first and only policy tool 

directly addressing sub-sectors of the energy market, the country’s 90% renewable 

electricity target offers a unique opportunity to explore the national framing of wind energy 

and associated policies. As the main piece of environmental legislation, the Resource 

Management Act (RMA) 1991 provides the key guidelines for local authorities during wind 

farm planning and consenting processes. Within this wider framework, the National Policy 

Statement on Renewable Electricity (NPS-REG) explicitly seeks to ensure that local 

authorities take into consideration the benefits to be derived from renewables, and therefore 

wind energy, at both the planning and consenting phase. Figure 4.4 summarises the key 

framework for the international, national, regional and local management of large-scale 

wind farm proposals, which will be discussed in the following sections. First, the next 

sections analyse the national legislative, as it offers key insights on how the country’s 

national energy culture affects and is affected by policy and its implementation. Secondly, 

Section 4.5 investigates the local division of competence and authority during large-scale 

resource consent, focusing on legislated public participation.  

 

Figure 4.4 New Zealand’s framework for the international, national, regional and local 

management of large-scale wind farm proposals.  
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4.3.1 The politics of the 90% renewable electricity generation target 

In 2007, New Zealand set the target of 90% electricity supply through renewables by 2025, 

one of the highest in the OECD. The target reflected the country’s already high renewable 

electricity generation (see Section 4.2) and was initially framed as easily achievable (MED, 

2007). Its launch was supported by the main New Zealand political parties (Greenpeace, 

2008), in particular because the depletion of domestic gas fields had increased the 

profitability of renewables (Bertram & Clover, 2009).  

However, changing political priorities have resulted in a growing emphasis on the 

aspirational nature (e.g. MBIE, 2017c) of the 90% target and the promotion of a more 

‘realistic’ energy transition that includes fossil fuel-based generation at least for the 

unspecified following decades (MfE, 2011b). The evolution of the instruments initially put 

in place to achieve the target highlights this rationale. For instance, in 2008, a year after the 

launch of target, the newly-elected National government reduced the scope of the New 

Zealand Emissions Trading Scheme (NZ-ETS) and repealed a 10-year moratorium on 

fossil-fuelled thermal electricity generation. These decisions were justified by concerns 

over economic productivity and energy security, respectively (Miller, 2011). They 

highlight the business-oriented attitude of the new government and its explicit desire to 

ensure that the 90% target did not prevent full exploration and exploitation of the country’s 

vast non-renewable energy potential and the associated economic benefits (MfE, 2011b). 

This approach, however, is inconsistent with both the academic research (Kelly, 2011; 

Mason, Page, & Williamson, 2010) and the previous Energy Strategy (MED, 2007), which 

recognised renewables as a key driver of energy security. 

The pursuit of a ‘realistic’ transition has compromised the achievement of the renewable 

electricity target. For instance, a weak NZ-ETS has resulted in low emission prices, thus 

preventing a considerable proportion of consented renewable-energy capacity from being 

installed (Bailey & Inderberg, 2016; Climate Action Tracker, 2015, p.21; Global Wind 

Energy Council, 2013). Further, specific NZ-ETS support for wind energy development 

has decreased, as wind farms are no longer eligible for carbon credits (NZWEA, n.d.b)10. 

It is in this context of no binding and compelling instruments to promote new installations 

 
10 For further details on the ETS and its lack of ambition or failure to provide credible incentives to reduce 

emissions and contribution to regulatory uncertainty, see: Bailey & Inderberg (2016); Leonard (2015); New 

Zealand Labour Party & Green Party of Aotearoa New Zealand (2017); Richter & Chambers (2014); 

Simmons & Young (2016).   
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(Chang, Fang, & Li, 2016) that low electricity demand (Frykberg, 2016) has halted 

investment in the renewable electricity sector (MfE, 2016), making the achievement of the 

90% renewable electricity target less likely. For instance, linking energy security to fossil 

fuels provided justification for the decision to postpone the closure of New Zealand’s last 

and, notably, unprofitable coal power plant (Bradley, 2015; Genesis Energy, 2016). Yet, 

the closure could have provided the necessary incentive for the revival of investment in 

renewables and an opportunity to redefine the country’s energy portfolio.  

Analysis of the policy framing around the 90% electricity target confirms Byrd and 

Matthewman’s (2013) characterisation of New Zealand’s national energy culture. First, 

they argue that the legacy of the pioneering spirit of early European immigrants is seen in 

an engrained resistance to a ‘nanny state’. This aspect is evident in both the weakening of 

the NZ-ETS and the repeal of the 10-year moratorium on fossil-fuelled energy generation 

(both seeking to directly regulate the electricity sector), and in the explicit preference for 

market forces as the driver of renewable energy development (MBIE, 2017c). Second, the 

authors characterise New Zealand’s national energy culture as complacent, because 

historically low electricity prices and an abundance of natural resources have created a 

notion of infinite energy, which hinders energy policy changes. Similarly, even though 

energy security has come to play a more central role in the definition of the country’s energy 

policy, the policy sector has remained complacent with regard to renewable energy, since 

the already high level of renewable electricity generation reduces the sense of urgency for 

a full transition.  

However, the election in 2017 of a Labour government signalled a potential shift in the 

country’s approach to renewables. Notably, the newly elected government set up an 

independent Climate Commission to plan the transition to a net zero emissions economy 

by 2050 (New Zealand Labour Party & Green Party of Aotearoa New Zealand, 2017). 

Among its main tasks, the Commission has been charged with developing a strategy to 

transition to 100% renewable electricity by 2035. While these initiatives have significant 

symbolic value and demonstrate the political nature of renewable energy promotion, no 

specific strategy or guideline had emerged at the time of the present research, and, as such, 

these targets are excluded from this analysis.  
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4.3.2 Renewables under the RMA: a matter of national significance 

New Zealand’s main environmental legislation - the Resource Management Act (RMA) 

1991 - promotes a light-handed regulatory approach to energy planning and consenting 

(Jackson & Dixon, 2007; Perkins & Thorns, 2001). The Act replaced more than 50 statutes 

in an effort to resolve the paradox between environmental protection and economic growth 

(Memon & Gleeson, 1995) and achieve “sustainable management11 of natural and physical 

resources’’ (Section 5). To ensure that economic values are balanced against environmental 

ones, local governments have the operational function of ensuring that any negative effect 

of any form of development on the environment are avoided, remedied or mitigated. At the 

core of this approach is the understanding that any form of economic development will 

have negative effects on the environment and that any form of environmental protection 

will result in economic costs (Local Government New Zealand [LGNZ], 2016). This 

evaluation also suggests that the way in which the RMA frames resource management 

creates the conditions for a zero-sum game between economic development and 

environmental protection and incentivises expensive and confrontational litigation 

(ibidem).  

It is within this conflictual dialectic that in 200412 the government introduced the 

requirement for planners and consenting authorities to “have particular regard to the 

benefits to be derived from the use and development of renewable energy” (Section 7). In 

this instance, the expression ‘have particular regard to’ reflects both a clear preference for 

renewables over other energy sources, and the understanding that not all renewable energy 

projects exemplify sustainable environmental management. This ambiguity clearly 

represents the difficulties of reconciling the mutually exclusive categories of evaluative and 

abstract ‘monsters’ (Smits, 2004, 2006), as raised in relation to renewables. The 2004 

amendment to the RMA introduced the requirement to both address complaints by 

electricity developers (e.g. Kelly, 2011) that the previous resource consent process 

penalised renewables (MfE, n.d.b; Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment, 

 
11 The term ‘sustainable management’ refers to “managing the use, development, and protection of natural 

and physical resources in a way, or at a rate, which enables people and communities to provide for their 

social, economic, and cultural well-being and for their health and safety while, a) Sustaining the potential of 

natural and physical resources (excluding minerals) to meet the reasonably foreseeable needs of future 

generations; b) Safeguarding the life-supporting capacity of air, water, soil, and ecosystems; and c) 

Avoiding, remedying, or mitigating any adverse effects of activities on the environment” (RMA, 1991, 

Section 5). 
12 This requirement was introduced through the Resource Management (Energy and Climate Change) 

Amendment Act 2004. 
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2000), and to align with the tendency of consenting authorities to focus on the national 

benefits of renewables (Daya-Winterbottom, 2016). However, it also failed in ensuring the 

cohesive planning and consenting of renewable electricity proposals necessary to achieve 

the 90% renewable electricity target (MfE, 2011b). To address this shortcoming, in 2011, 

the National-led government announced the National Policy Statement for Renewable 

Electricity (NPS-REG).  

4.3.3. The National Policy Statement for Renewable Electricity 

Generation (NPS-REG) 

As the primary planning instruments under the RMA, National Policy Statements (NPSs) 

hold significant legislative and symbolic value. They are only prescribed for matters of 

national significance and require all councils to amend their relevant plans and policy 

statements to give effect to them and incorporate special consideration of their requirements 

during resource consent processes. Yet, with the exception of the New Zealand Coastal 

Policy Statement, NPSs are not mandatory and do not directly regulate the activities they 

manage. Hence, to give them effect, it is essential they are implemented at the local level, 

as city and district councils are the main authorities responsible for local planning and the 

first point of contact for developers (Quality Planning, n.d.b). 

The critical review of New Zealand regional and district plans conducted for this thesis and 

presented in Gonnelli et al., (2018) showed that in 2016, every operational city and regional 

plan, and around three quarters of all district plans in operation, included at least one 

reference to renewables (Figure 4.5). The breakdown illustrated in Figure 4.5 was a 

considerable increase from 2007, when only 11% of district plans contained any mention 

of the matter (MfE, 2011b). To investigate this growth, while also highlighting the reasons 

why full compliance has not been achieved, this section focuses on the 54 currently 

operational and 23 proposed district plans. The document analysis and review of personal 

correspondence showed that local administrative bottlenecks were the main reason for the 

lack of reference to renewables in operative district plans. Specifically, most councils were 

seeking to introduce the changes required under the NPS-REG through their decennial 

review of their district plans, rather than through piecemeal changes to their operative plans. 

At the core of this administrative decision were the considerable potential savings in terms 

of economic and human resources, especially due to the high level of public engagement 

required to introduce each change. This approach was particularly convenient for those 

districts that had plans in place for a comprehensive review soon after the introduction of 
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the NPS-REG. However, going through the review process was also time-consuming, as 

on average it takes over six years for a proposed district plan to become operative (LGNZ, 

2015, p.27). Because some districts had yet to begin their district plan reviews, full 

implementation of the NPS-REG could be delayed until 2022, hence limiting its impact on 

the achievement of the 2025 target. The NPS-REG itself does not provide any incentive for 

quicker implementation, as its numerous exemptions and provisions mean that some district 

councils were not required to give effect to the Statement itself until 2018 (MfE, 2011b, 

2016).  

 

Figure 4.5 Breakdown of the ways in which currently operative district plans, proposed district 

plans, and pending district plans (once the currently proposed plan becomes operative) account 

for renewable electricity generation adapted from (adapted from Gonnelli et al., 2018). 

A more detailed analysis of district plans further showed that not all plans that included 

references to renewables were fully complying with the NPS-REG. In fact, only 37% of all 

operative district plans included a whole chapter or at least a section dedicated to the 

objectives, policy and methods they planned on using to increase renewable electricity 

generation (Figure 4.5). Most of the other plans included only vague and generic references 

to the importance of renewables and/or scattered specific provisions across different 

sections (i.e. ‘Network Utilities’), thus not satisfying the criteria for giving effect to the 

NPS-REG (Eccles, 2013). Finally, a small number of districts included provisions and 
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references only to renewable electricity plants or resources currently present or proposed 

on their territory and ignored future developments (Figure 4.5). While existing resources 

created the conditions for an organic alignment of local and national interests, the lack of 

renewable electricity resources on their territory was often used to justify the decision not 

to introduce renewable provisions in district plans or introduce only minimal references. 

The analysis presented above shows that, while the NPS-REG has been the main driver for 

the introduction of comprehensive renewable electricity provisions in most regional and 

district plans (MfE, 2016), local circumstances, particularly administrative bottlenecks, 

significantly affected the cohesiveness of its implementation. This inconsistency seems to 

go beyond the core principles of devolution, which encourage councils to fulfil their 

respective regulatory roles in a way that addresses their different communities and 

recognises their different preferences (LGNZ, 2012). Instead, it highlights the link between 

differences in councils’ capacities and capabilities, their size and available funding, as well 

as the lack of standard templates and national guidance. However, this inconsistency also 

operates within the limits to devolution already established within the New Zealand 

legislation, and its hierarchical nature. Most notably, participants in the research on the one 

hand argued that having specific guidelines for renewables in district plans helped 

developers to organise their wind farm proposals and decision-makers to assess them. On 

the other hand, the absence of guidelines was not seen as having an inhibiting effect, as the 

benefits of renewables were already accounted for in the RMA. Hence, the contribution of 

the NPS-REG to the construction of wind farms as subjects of controversy appears limited, 

as the main frames of the debate are shaped by the RMA itself.  

4.4 Public participation within wind farm consenting 

processes  

In multi-level governance systems, such as for wind energy, public participation is often 

employed to create a form of ‘governance-beyond-the-state’ (Swyngedouw, 2005) and to 

increase self-regulation by those directly affected by the development (Pavlikakis & 

Tsihrintzis, 2000). Providing opportunities for public participation in local decision-

making is often at the core of devolution processes (Ruffilli, 1990), as local authorities are 

expected to enable a local voice democratically for a specific and localised community 

(Rydin et al., 2018).  



83 
 

The first opportunity for public consultation is during the preparation of the Assessment of 

Environmental Effect (AEE), which needs to be completed by the applicants before lodging 

their application for large-scale wind farm proposals (Figure 4.6). At this stage, 

consultation is not mandatory under the RMA (Section 36A). Since its modalities are not 

regulated by the legislation, it is left in the hands of the applicants. Yet, applicants are 

encouraged to promote public consultation to identify the negative effects of the proposal 

and indicate ways in which they can be mitigated or reduced (Figure 4.6).  

 

Figure 4.6 Process to prepare an AEE (adapted from MfE, 2006). 

Developers usually consult with key stakeholders, affected parties, local communities, iwi 

and hapū, and consenting authorities in an attempt to reduce costs and delays by increasing 

trust with the affected parties (NZWEA, 2013). They consult primarily with people and 

stakeholders who could be interested in, or affected by, the proposals to help identify 

potential issues and address them. Government guidelines recommend engaging in 

consultation early in the process and including its results in their AEE (MfE, 2006). At this 
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stage the council and/or the applicant should also indicate if consultation with iwi and hapū 

is appropriate or necessary (see following section). Given the technical nature of large-

scale wind farm proposals, the applicant also needs to have a pre-application meeting with 

council(s) to obtain their feedback to ensure the appropriateness of the application.  

Once the AEE is completed, the applicant can lodge their application with the relevant 

council(s) and begin the official resource consent procedures. Figure 4.7 summarises the 

standard resource consent process for large-scale wind farms, such as the one followed for 

the approval of the Te Uku wind farm. The figure emphasises the contribution of the public 

(including key stakeholders), councils and the applicant. While consultation undertaken 

during the AEE is not an example of legislated public participation implemented by local 

councils, it sets the foundations for the future for the institutionalised practices to be put in 

place during the consenting process. Since the RMA recognises the potential adverse 

impacts of large-scale wind farms as ‘more than minor’, councils are required to provide 

public notification of any proposal through, at the least, a notice on a freely accessible 

website as well as summaries in local newspapers13 (MfE, 2017).  

Once the project is publicly notified, any member of the public can choose to lodge a 

written submission with the relevant council(s) to express their position regarding the 

proposal. Councils are required to complete a comprehensive report that summarises the 

submissions and integrates them with a discussion of the relevant national, regional and 

territorial plans and policies. These reflections then provide the basis for the council’s 

recommendations regarding the application, which are sent to all submitters and decision-

making authorities. While any member of the public can send their submissions to the 

relevant council(s), only submitters receive detailed updates on the consenting process ad 

can present their comments during the hearings. Most notably, submitters are the only ones, 

other than the applicant, who can file an appeal with the Environment Court, which can 

later be joined by others (Section 274 of the RMA).  

 

 
13 Before the introduction of the Resource Legislation Amendment 2017, local authorities were required to 

publish the full notice in a newspaper circulating in the entire area likely to be affected by the proposal, and 

only optionally publish it online (MfE, 2017). 
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Figure 4.7 Stylised scheme of the standard resource consent process and timeline for large-scale 

wind farm proposals. 

Under the RMA, after the lodging of the appeal, the Court can provide Alternative Dispute 

Resolution by identifying issues of contention and encourage settlement by negotiation. 
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For those cases that reach the Environmental Court, there is the opportunity for increased 

representation, as non-submitters and persons other than the developers and consent 

authorities can participate in the hearings, including the Minister for the Environment and 

the Parliamentary Commissioner for the Environment. Since cost is a significant barrier for 

third party appeal, appellants often rely on community funding, or, if they are a group 

appealing in the public interest, on the Environmental Legal Assistance Scheme (Towns, 

2006).  

There are three routes by which resource consent applications can be granted, each with a 

slightly different participatory mechanism: standard resource consent; call-in; and direct 

referral (Figure 4.4). These three options provide a clear example of the scales in socially 

constructed categories of practice (Houdret et al., 2014; Moore, 2008) that represent the 

temporary embodiment of specific spatial relations and are subject to continuous 

renegotiation and adaptation (Moss & Newig, 2010). Furthermore, these practices also 

offer an excellent opportunity to investigate the performative role of ‘scalar politics’ 

(MacKinnon, 2010) in the co-production of both the wind energy debate and the public, as 

they reflect different frames for both elements. 

First, during a standard resource consent process, the council report is submitted to a 

council committee who oversee an open-to-all hearing. Everyone who has lodged a 

submission can then present their position in front of the committee, which either grants or 

declines the application. As previously stated, any submitter who is not satisfied with this 

decision can appeal it to the Environment Court. This was the process undertaken by the 

majority of the wind farms investigated for this research.  

In the case of direct referral, applicants can request their project be evaluated directly by 

the Environment Court, hence skipping the council hearing step. This procedure needs 

approval by the affected councils and is designed to save time and costs for both applicants 

and submitters (MfE, 2015b). Public submissions are still lodged with the relevant council, 

which then provides its report directly to the Environment Court (rather than to the hearing 

committee). This was, for instance, the method used for the assessment of the Hurinui wind 

farm (located in the Hurunui District). As is the case for the standard resource consent 

process with regard to speaking at the hearing, every submitter has the right to appear before 

the Court to speak to their submission. However, in the case of a direct referral, they must 

formally lodge an application to become a party to the Court proceedings (free of charge). 
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Given the formality of the proceedings, support is available throughout the Court to help 

submitters understand the process and seeking professional help from a lawyer and/or other 

relevant professional is generally recommended (MfE, 2015c).  

Figure 4.8 Stylised scheme of the three resource consent processes possible for large-scale wind 

farm proposals. 

Finally, affected councils and the Environmental Protection Authority (EPA) can 

recommend that the Ministry for the Environment call in projects deemed to be of national 

significance, such as wind farms, and have them assessed directly by the Environment 

Court or a Board of Enquiry. The Ministry can also directly call in such proposals. This 

was the case for the evaluation of the Te Waka wind farm proposal (located in the Hastings 

District), which, however, was declined consent by the Environment Court in 2009. 

Significantly, none of the three wind farms assessed under this procedure have been built. 

Under this procedure, members of the public can lodge their submissions either directly to 

the Ministry or to the affected council. Their respective reports are then submitted to either 
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the Court or the Board according to the same guidelines as for the direct referral process. 

Section 4.5.1 discusses in more detail how the choice of one of these three procedures for 

decision-making affects the emergence of specific debate around wind farms and of 

specific publics.  

Regardless of the option chosen to assess the application, each offers opportunities for 

public participation that focuses on information and perception exchanges and requires a 

moderate level of investment, knowledge and commitment from participants. Public 

participation, hence, is understood as part of the “open and transparent local conversation” 

put in place to ensure that the environmental effects of a project are appropriately avoided, 

remedied, or mitigated (Senior employee at Waikato Regional Council, personal 

communication, September 6, 2016). This definition highlights how the scope of public 

participatory practices is to both increase accountability (Curtis et al., 2014; DIA, 2008) 

and ensure local circumstances, resources and knowledge are taken into account (LGNZ, 

2015). Within this framework, the Act also puts in place specific provisions to ensure Māori 

interests are given special consideration under the New Zealand environment management 

system.  

4.4.1 Māori participation and the resource consent process  

In New Zealand, questions of environmental justice are intertwined with the recognition of 

unique Māori cultural connections to the natural environment and Māori history of 

dispossession and marginalisation (Iorns Magellanes, 2017). The settlement process 

undertaken under the Waitangi Tribunal, while not without flaws, remains one of the key 

international attempts to address contemporary and historical indigenous grievances 

(Anaya, 2015). In recent decades, the country has also made significant efforts to increase 

Māori inclusion, especially by embedding in the national legislation Māori rights as first 

upheld in the 1840 Treaty of Waitangi (Te Tiriti o Waitangi)14 (Harmsworth et al., 2016). 

Under the Treaty, the New Zealand government is required to include Māori perspectives 

in decision-making, especially on matters that directly relate to Maori. This duty to consult 

is reflected in the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007) 

and embedded in the New Zealand legislation (Lowry & Simon-Kumar, 2017). For 

 
14 The Treaty of Waitangi is the founding document of contemporary New Zealand as, after its ratification 

in 1840, New Zealand became a British colony and Māori became British subjects. However, current legal 

documents and regulations refer to the “principles of the Treaty” rather than to the Treaty itself. The Treaty 

cannot be used as the basis for law because of the different wording of the English and Māori versions and 

because it focuses on issues that are no longer relevant in the current circumstances. 
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instance, the Resource Management Act (RMA) 1991 is considered an international 

landmark for embedding and mainstreaming indigenous interests in resource management 

and planning (Jacobson, Matunga, Ross, & Carter, 2016). The RMA promotes a ‘quadruple 

bottom line’ approach that seeks to guarantee cultural, economic, social, and environmental 

wellbeing (Rikys, 2004). Hence, it also reinforces the right of Māori to participate in 

environmental management (Harmsworth et al., 2016) and recognize Māori planning as a 

dual or parallel planning system (Matunga 2000).  

Specifically, the Act includes provisions to guarantee decisions that take into account 

traditional Māori world views and the cultural connection to the environment. Most notably 

it requires: 

• All persons exercising functions and powers under the it to “take into account the 

principles of the Treaty of Waitangi (Te Tiriti o Waitangi)” (Section 8);  

• National, regional and district plans to recognise and provide for “the relationship 

of Māori and their culture and traditions with their ancestral lands, water, sites, 

waahi tapu (sacred sites), and other taonga (things/places of precious nature)” as a 

matter of national importance (Section 6e);  

• Regional and district plans to have regard to other matters including indigenous 

guardianship and stewardship (Kaitiakitanga) (Section 7a); 

• Regional and district plant to have regard to “any relevant planning document 

recognised by an iwi authority” or Iwi Management Plans (Sections 61, 66, and 74). 

It also provides opportunities for: 

• The transfer or partial transfer of decision-making powers over a particular area to 

Iwi (tribe) and Hapū (sub-tribe) (Section 33);  

• Councils and local Māori to make joint management agreements to implement any 

functions, powers of duties within the RMA (Section 36); 

• Councils to ensure that at least one member of relevant decision-making panels has 

an understanding of perspective of tangata whenua (people of the land) (Section 

65).  

A 2005 amendment clarifies that an applicant or a consent authority are under no obligation 

to consult during a resource consent application unless required under other legislation 

(Section 36A). Yet, failure to consult with iwi has resulted in numerous appeals of resource 
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consents (MfE, n.d.b). Specifically, iwi or hapū opposition has become one of the main 

sources of appeals against the country’s wind farms proposals (Schofield, 2013; Sharpe, 

2009). Consequently, early iwi engagement and consultation has become a staple of the 

wind farm consenting process (Environment Foundation, n.d.). Māori consultation is also 

often deemed necessary to satisfy the requirement to take into account the key obligations 

expressed in Sections 6(e), 7(a), 7(aa) and 8 of the RMA (Iorns Magellanes, 2017), as well 

as the principle of good-faith partnership among Māori and the Crown, as established in 

the Treaty of Waitangi (Te Puni Kōkiri, 2001).  

Sections 58M-58U of the Resource Legislation Amendment Act 2017 also introduced a 

new mechanism - Mana Whakahono a Rohe - “for iwi authorities and local authorities to 

discuss, agree, and record ways in which tangata whenua may, through their iwi authorities, 

participate in resource management and decision-making processes under this Act; and to 

assist local authorities to comply with their statutory duties under this Act, including 

through the implementation of sections 6(e), 7(a), and 8” (Section 58M). Significantly, 

these written agreements can be initiated by an iwi, rather than exclusively by the councils 

(Section 58O), hence, guaranteeing iwi a more active role in environmental management 

and increasing the certainty for their participation and their early involvement (Iorns 

Magellanes, 2017). In the last 20 years, there has also been a significant increase in 

alternative forms of engagement between Māori and local governments, with co-

management of rivers being one of the most common ones (Jacobson et al., 2016). Finally, 

a recent report by Statistics New Zealand (2015) suggests that consultation processes are 

increasingly more flexible in their attempts to include Māori communities. 

International comparative academic research emphasises how lingering colonial features 

of environmental institutions can have a significant impact on contemporary social and 

economic outcomes (Krupa et al., 2013). Yet, it is not surprising that, despite these 

legislated opportunities, the extent to which the RMA embeds Māori perspectives on 

sustainable environmental management has long proven conflictual (Beverley, 1998; 

Vince, 2006; MfE, n.d.b). These claims can be framed in the broader critique of the RMA 

as ‘desocialised’ due to its focus on the management of environmental bottom lines and 

material resources on social needs and aspirations (Le Heron & Pawson, 1996, p. 252; 

Pearce & Kingham, 2008). For instance, most studies conducted just after its introduction 

(e.g. Memon, 1993; Matunga, 2000; Rainbow & Derb, 2000; Bührs & Barlett’s 1993) 

argued that, while Māori concerns had become more prominent, the RMA failed to address 
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Māori ownership and management rights as established under the Treaty. More recently, 

Lowry and Simon-Kumar (2017) confirm how these claims are still partially valid in the 

current legislative environment. For instance, the Waitangi Tribunal criticises the 

inconsistencies in the extent of Māori influence over planning instruments or resource 

consents under the RMA (Iorns Magellanes, 2017). Hence, the RMA ability to provide a 

framework to address Māori rights to partnership remains an ongoing negotiation 

(Jacobson et al., 2016). This negotiation is particularly tense as it highlights the bias in the 

planning process and its uneven distribution of environmental risks and externalities, which 

Coombes (2013) links to historical drivers and to the role of discourse in assigning values 

to certain landscapes.  

While the RMA provisions and recognition of Māori values and rights remain substantial, 

two main concerns remain to be addressed. First, Māori continue to be underrepresented in 

the decision-making space (Joseph, Rakena, Te Kuini Jones, Sterling, & Rakena, 2018). 

Second, recent decisions to streamline management processes could significantly affect 

Māori participation, in particular, oral representation, the traditional mechanism of Māori 

participation in decision-making, as it is also one of the most time-consuming forms of 

engagement (Iorns Magellanes, 2017). Hence, Statistic New Zealand (2015) recommends 

increased openness and transparency of the decision-making process, as well as the 

recognition of the dynamics of historic and current marginalisation. Similarly, Anaya 

(2015) recommend increasing efforts to foster Māori participation at both the local and 

national governance, as well as increasing consistency in Māori consultation.  

4.5 The role of local authorities in the consenting 

process 

As with all political and administrative decisions (Moss & Newig, 2010; Newig & Fritsch, 

2009; Oates, 2002), choosing which level is best suited to assess wind energy development 

and implementing public participatory practices is essential to its governance. In New 

Zealand the politics of scale relating to both public participation and wind energy 

governance are established by the RMA, which clearly identifies local government as 

essential to its application (Connell, Page, & Bentley, 2009). While New Zealand’s central 

government is responsible for its overall administration, the RMA transfers substantial 

responsibility to local authorities as “decisions on environmental matters are best made by 
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communities directly affected” (LGNZ, 2013, p.11). The main responsibility of councils is 

to ensure that the adverse effects of projects, if any, are avoided, remedied or mitigated.  

Throughout the interviews in the present research, however, the participants highlighted 

that, as an enabling law, the RMA does not require wind farms to have no effects, and 

developers are not expected to fully mitigate all their impacts in order to receive resource 

consent. Instead, councils are required to balance the various aspects of proposals with the 

degree of mitigation achievable. For example, councils need to weigh the unavoidable 

visual impact of wind farms on the landscape against issues that can be mitigated to 

satisfactory levels, such as noise, traffic and ecological impacts (Senior planner at Waikato 

District Council, personal communication, May 18, 2015). Ultimately, the way in which 

the RMA frames the consenting process is used to secure the environmental management 

of developments, rather than to stop development all together. This desired outcome is 

clearly summarised in the following statement: 

It's not a numbers game. You can have a massive opposition to a consent proposal and 

it may still get consent, you know, because there is a number of things that an applicant 

have to demonstrate and if they can demonstrate it, well, there is no reason why they 

shouldn't get consent, regardless of what people think of it. (External expert for 

Ruapehu and Rangitikei District Councils, personal communication, September 29, 

2015) 

The assumption underlying the above statement is that submissions offer only a limited 

perspective, while councils need to protect the interests of the whole community. Since the 

Act does not provide any specific guidelines on what should be considered wind energy 

externalities, or on how to remedy and mitigate them, local authorities are required to assess 

each project on a case-by-case basis.  

Both regional and territorial authorities are involved in each stage of the standard 

consenting process and their respective approval was necessary for the success of the 

application. This shared responsibility for the consenting of projects in part addressed the 

scalar problem of wind farm proposals (see Section 2.4.1), as it reduced the possibility of 

a mismatch between the environmental impacts of a proposal and administrative justice. 

However, this approach was not immune to inefficiencies and spillovers linked to its 

division of competence. Regional councils had jurisdiction over the potential impacts on 

water, soil, and air, while city and district councils oversaw the effects on noise, traffic, 
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landscape, and amenity values. This super-imposed separation risked introducing 

fragmentation and duplication in the way in which wind farm debates were regulated by 

and across each scale of local government. For instance, participants in the research 

reported submitters may need to lodge more than one submission to the separate authorities 

to reflect the whole extent of their concerns, hence compromising a clear overview of the 

cumulative effects of the project being proposed.  

Despite the division of competence between regional and territorial authorities and their 

equal relevance for the final approval or rejection of the proposals, territorial authorities 

were seen by participants in the research as playing a more essential role in the consenting 

process, especially in their interaction with the local public. For instance, a Waikato 

Regional Council senior planner pointed out that: 

The landscape and amenity values are a matter for the district councils to address, its 

jurisdiction is in terms of noise, traffic, landscape and amenity values. The jurisdiction 

of the regional council is in terms of effects on water, soil, and air, so they are more 

concrete issues, refers to the environment in terms of the ecology, land, water, and soil. 

The matters addressed by the regional council are less subjective, while the issues 

addressed by the district council are very subjective in terms of public perception and 

landscape amenity that are things that are very difficult to define and assess. (personal 

communication, September 6, 2016) 

Notably, the territorial authorities assessed what the acceptance literature has highlighted 

as the most controversial externality of wind farms - their visual impacts (Jami & Walsh, 

2016). These characteristics meant that territorial authorities generally received more 

submissions and were identified as the key point of contact for the public, while regional 

councils played a more ancillary role. This was in line with the decentralisation principles 

at the core of the RMA and confirmed the long-held understanding that the public perceived 

smaller units of government as more accountable, trustworthy and transparent, because they 

were closer and more accessible (LGNZ, 2012). To maintain these perceptions, despite the 

subjectivity and conflictual nature of the proposals, all participants in the research argued 

the need for councils to maintain an impartial and evidence-based approach to each stage 

of the consenting process. 
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4.5.1 Local authorities and the framing of participatory practices 

All participants in the research identified the RMA as outlining the norms, rules, 

responsibilities, and proper practices, a sort of “code of conduct” providing the blue print 

on how to assess a proposal (Senior planner, Waikato District Council, personal 

communication, May 18, 2015). Specifically, councils were expected to operate as 

“independent” (Senior employee at Waikato District Council personal communication, 

May 18, 2015) and “open-minded” administrators and facilitators of the statutory process 

(Senior employee at Waikato Regional Council, personal communication, September 6, 

2016). The need to uphold this neutral, super partes (independent) approach shaped the 

nature of council interactions with both stakeholders and the public during each consenting 

process. For instance, councils exclusively offered technical and practical assistance to 

ensure the public were not at a procedural disadvantage (External expert for the Ruapehu 

and Rangitikei District Councils, personal communication, September 29, 2015) and did 

not take part in public meetings and consultations organised by the developers during the 

resource consent, as it was seen as compromising the public perception of council 

neutrality15 (Senior planner at Waikato Regional Council, personal communication, 

September 6, 2016). Instead all council employees consulted for this research reported that 

the councils only became more involved once the consent was granted. For instance, 

councils would take part in liaison between the community and the developers to monitor 

the project's compliance with the consent conditions (Senior employee at Waikato Regional 

Council, personal communication, September 6, 2016).  

This approach to resource consent, in turn, created a specific institutional framing of public 

participation: 

We are providing an opportunity for the community to participate in a process … 

literally that's what we do. We provide some analysis and we say ‘this is going to be 

notified’ we have got to give people an opportunity to say what they want to say, to 

some extent we are an administrator of that process, so I don't think we find ourselves, 

certainly not in this case, in a role where we are trying to mediate or resolve issues, we 

are just trying to go step by step and inform people along the way. … As a regulator, it 

is not our job to engage with the community to resolve something. … I don't think we 

 
15 Notably, however, councils attended and facilitate consultation between applicant and the public during 

the AEE process. 
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find ourselves, certainly not in this case, in a role where we are trying to mediate or 

resolve issues, we are just trying to go step by step and inform people along the way. 

(Senior planner at Waikato District Council, personal communication, May 18, 2015). 

The above statement emphasises the scope of legislated, invited public participation under 

the RMA in terms of offering an opportunity to the public to express their opinions and for 

councils to collect all the relevant information to make an informed decision. This provision 

for public participation is in line with the ‘techno-managerial ambitions’ (Irwin & Wynne 

1996) of the RMA and the expectation that council decisions will be based on un-biased 

data and information assessed in accordance with their professional expertise. However, 

the present case study also highlighted key examples of the general difficulties faced by 

democracies in complex techno-political systems (see Fisher, 2000). For instance, 

participants in this research consistently reported that some segments of the local 

community had different expectations about the role of the councils. While the extent of 

these mismatched assumptions varied according to different experiences, generally the 

participants agreed that: 

A lot of the community expects the council to represent their view …, of course the 

community sees the council as representing them. So, that was quite difficult. Because 

as a planner, presenting my evidence, I'm presenting my professional opinion on 

something, which may not necessarily be what the community wants me to present … 

the people that were opposed to it in the community. Whereas there may be other people 

in the community that may support it, so it can be a little bit difficult how the council 

is perceived in what they are doing. It was an issue (Senior employee at Hurunui 

District Council, personal communication, September 29, 2015). 

A common justification for the argument that councils should represent the community’s 

position is that councillors are elected by local voters (Senior employee at South Taranaki 

District Council, personal communication, October 14, 2016), who are also paying the 

wages of the technical staff (Senior planner at Waikato District Council, personal 

communication, May 18, 2015). Notably, these comments were almost exclusively linked 

to opponents of the proposal, with the implication being that the main reason for these 

complaints was frustration among those who were unsuccessful in halting the project. This 

institutional framing of these requests, hence, exhibited elements of the ‘deficit model’ 

rationale, as it indirectly dismissed these requests as a flaw related to the public, rather than 

a systemic flaw. For instance, a possible solution to this misunderstanding was seen as 
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transferring the decision-making authority to higher institutions, such as the Environmental 

Court, which were generally perceived by senior employees and external consultant as 

neutral and impartial due to their professional expertise (Senior employee at Hurunui 

District Council, personal communication, September 29, 2015). However, the core of the 

problem, and therefore the solution, was the issue of some members of the public not 

perceiving the council as neutral, rather than their dissatisfaction with the techno-

managerial and ‘neutral’ approach to decision-making and the limited role assigned to 

public participation. Hence, the solution offered by participants in the research operated 

within the established institutional frames the limitations of which they did not address. 

Furthermore, the participant in the projects also recognised that alternative approaches 

could be perceived as an attempt to reduce participation, which was identified as a key 

problem with call-in and direct referral processes. This recognition, in turn, had significant 

implications in the context of non-standard resource consent processes.  

As stated in Section 4.4, the main difference between standard and non-standard resource 

consents is the fact that direct referrals and call-in procedures allow developers to skip the 

council hearing phase of public participation. The provision for undertaking these non-

standard procedures emphasises the national significance of wind farms and their benefits, 

while also implying that any delay in their approval was a matter of national concern (MfE, 

n.d.a.). In the regulations, the option for bypassing the hearings is justified by the fact that 

committee decisions are almost always appealed, which results in costly administrative 

duplication and prolongs the overall consenting period (MfE, n.d.b). This rationale, hence, 

frames any public opposition to the projects as a matter of national concern that needed to 

be overcome and assumed the presence of an imagined public ready to appeal any wind 

farm resource consent regardless of its specific characteristics. This framing is particularly 

evident with regard to call-in projects due to the preponderance of wind farms among the 

small number of projects that had gone through this procedure (MfE, n.d.b; NZWEA, 

n.d.b). Yet, of the three called-in wind farms16, only one has been granted resource consent, 

and only after a costly and time-consuming consenting process. Significantly, the fact that 

the proposal was evaluated through the call-in process was officially recognised as being 

linked to the escalation of public opposition and consequent appeals (MfE, 2011a, p.307). 

According to the External expert for Tararua District Council, this specific experience led 

 
16 The three called-in wind farms are the Te Waka, Turitea and Hauāuru mā raki wind farms. 
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to a shift back to the standard resource consenting process  (personal communication, 

October 12, 2015). The interviewee’s interpretation, which was also confirmed by industry 

reports (e.g. King Country Energy, 2013), suggested that while these non-standard 

procedures might potentially streamline the consenting process, they could also ultimately 

fuel opposition by increasing the perception of procedural injustice.  

These findings are also in line with claims in the international literature that neglecting 

local interest can increase numbers opposing a wind farm (see Wolsink, 2007b). The 

experiences reported by the participants in the research hence offer a variation on the 

democratic dilemma between system effectiveness and citizen participation (Dahl, 1994). 

Higher governance levels were perceived by the public as more credible, impartial and 

trustworthy, while council managed proceedings could prove less conflictual as they 

offered more opportunities for public participation. This understanding, however, 

contrasted with recent changes to the RMA, which sought to limit opportunities for public 

participation, by removing some steps from the process and reducing the number of projects 

requiring public notification (LGNZ, 2016, p.6). This amendment confirmed Cheyne’s 

(2015) assessment that the RMA was turning its back on its public participatory roots and 

taking a more technocratic approach that favours expert and technical assessments. This 

apparent trend also supports the general understanding in the literature that tensions in wind 

power development tend to drive a centralisation of decision-making (Cowell, 2010; Toke 

et al., 2008).  

4.5.2 Councils and public submissions  

According to all participants in the research, visual impacts were the main issues of 

concerns raised by the public. All council personnel, external experts, and industry insiders 

stated that the public perceptions of the visual impacts were considered a reflection of 

personal preferences connected to “how far they lived, ultimately whether they have seen 

wind farms before and felt like it was alright or not” (Senior planner at Waikato District 

Council, personal communication, May 18, 2015). This assessment seemed to be confirmed 

by the review of the 205 submissions lodged with the Waikato District Council regarding 

the Te Uku wind farm conducted for this thesis. The analysis of these submissions showed 

that visual impacts were often judged in concomitance with changes to the existing rural 

character of the area and consequent negative impact on the landscape value of the area and 

its touristic vocation. For instance, one accommodation provider also included the result of 



98 
 

a survey made among the customers of their lodge, showing how the presence of a wind 

farm so close to the establishment would damage their business (Senior employee at 

Waikato District Council, personal communication, May 18, 2015). Since several 

submitters had commented that the wind farm would have positive effects on tourism, this 

issue could be understood as linked with the perceived landscape value of the affected area. 

Connected to this issue was also the lack of socio-economic benefits associated with the 

construction, operation and maintenance of the wind farm.  

The content emerging from the analysis of the Te Uku submissions as part of the document 

analysis conducted for this thesis also emphasised how the institutional framing of wind 

farms shaped the forms of engagement possible around consent proposals. The RMA 

establishes the parameters and perimeters for evaluation and discussion of large-scale wind 

farm resource consents, including the topics considered appropriate for public submissions. 

However, not all the submissions for the Te Uku wind farm matched these criteria, which 

suggested that the criteria did not match all public concerns. Under the Act, resource 

consent assessments focused exclusively on the ‘primary effects’ of the specific project 

being assessed (Waikato District Council, 2007), such as visual impacts, noise and effects 

on landscape amenities. These were also the main sources of concern highlighted in the 

international literature (see Jami & Walsh, 2016) and those expressed in the opposing 

submissions to the Te Uku wind farm (Figure 4.9). Other issues of primary concern 

included general health risks, associated mostly to either magnetic fields or vibrations, 

impacts on the wildlife, specifically migratory birds and native bats, and traffic disruption 

during the construction of the wind farm.  

However, the RMA considered ‘derivate effects’ other recurring concerns, such as future 

cumulative effects and loss of property value, often linked to tourism activities. Even 

though these concerns were commonly expressed around the country (external planner for 

Ruapehu and Rangitikei District Councils, September 29, 2015), they were considered 

outside the scope of the resource consent. Hence, they could only be raised once they had 

happened, and as such were only relevant during appeals (NZWEA, 2013, p.31). The Te 

Uku submissions also included other less recurrent factors considered outside the scope of 

the consent, including the lack of local benefits, mostly in forms of potential revenues, the 

length of the resource assessment project, and what needed to be included in it, specifically 

the transmission lines. 
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Figure 4.9 The main themes presented by opposing submissions to the Te Uku wind farm as 

submitted to Waikato District Council. Most submissions raised more than one effect. 

In comparison to the opposing submissions, supporting submissions displayed a 

substantially smaller variety of themes and were significantly more likely to contain no or 

scant explanation for the submitter’s position. Those who expressed their support also 

tended to focus around two key issues: the importance of investing in clean and alternative 

electricity sources; and strengthening energy security, both locally and nationally (Figure 

4.10). Notably, both themes were already accounted for under Article 7 of the RMA, which 

substantially reduced their relevance for council reports compared to the issues raised by 

opponents. Since councils are required to ensure that negative effects are avoided, remedied 

or mitigated, the structure provided by the RMA gives more relevance to opposing views, 

while the issues identified in supporting submissions are already integrated in the 

legislation. Finally, commenting on the blank supporting submissions, a senior planner at 

the Waikato District Council pointed out that these ‘empty’ submissions could be a way for 

the public to ensure both access to information regarding the proposal and the possibility 

of lodging an appeal (personal communication, May 18, 2015). This rationale highlighted 

the complex nature of the submissions and the impossibility of a fixed evaluation system 

that matches the needs of the affected public, or even for fully defining the affected public. 
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Finally, this motivation also shed a light on the ‘obligatory passage points’ (Chilvers & 

Burgess, 2008) embedded in the public participation practices, and their impact on the 

imagined and ‘concrete’ public.  

 

Figure 4.10 Percentage of the main themes represented in the supporting submissions. 

4.5.3 The construction of the imagined public  

In line with the co-productionist literature (see Marres, 2007; Turnhout et al., 2010), the 

institutional framing described in the previous sections dictated who was invited to 

participate and created different categories of public. Most notably, all participants in the 

research consistently identified the public as the local community, informally defined as 

the residents within their regional, city or district boundaries. While participants in the 

research did not explicitly exclude the national public, their perception was linked to both 

their proximity to the local public, as well as to the fact that more than 90% of the 

submissions to the Waikato District Council were lodged by people living within a 50 km 

radius of the proposed site. While this trend was mostly linked to participants’ definition 
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acceptance literature and reported in findings (see Stephenson & Lawson, 2013), and built 

on the understanding of the consenting process as a costly, time-consuming and 

intimidating procedure. Hence, only those particularly affected by the proposal, such as 

people who could see the proposed site from their house, would dedicate the time and the 

resources to lodging a submission. Among the elements of the consenting process identified 

as having substantial potential for excluding the public, the participants in the research 

highlighted how the RMA required submitters to process a large amount of complex 

information in a short period of time and present their submission in a ‘scientific’ format. 

Hence, most decision-makers recommended that submitters hire professionals, such as 

planning consultants or lawyers, to increase their credibility and chances of affecting the 

final outcome. These recommendations, in turn, put a price on the otherwise free public 

participation, hence broadening the divide between those ‘affected’ but not rich enough to 

afford increasing their chances of influencing the consent assessment. In this context, 

experts were considered a ‘catalyst for effective communication’ (Jami & Walsh, 2016, 

p.7) to ensure the necessary knowledge transfer from the public to decision-makers, and 

the other way around.  

All but one participants in the research discussed several elements that, in their opinion, 

could explain why some members of the public might choose not to take part in the 

participatory process. Reasons given were a mix of lack of previous experience and 

personal factors. For instance, the interviewees argued that for most of the public, taking 

part in a resource consent was a once-in-a-lifetime experience (Senior employee at 

Palmerston North City Council, personal communication, June 26, 2015) that could trigger 

personal and heartfelt emotions (Senior employee at Waikato District Council, personal 

communication, May 18, 2015). These potential personal responses included fear of public 

speaking (anonymous council planner, personal communication, June 16, 2015) and 

reluctance to present a position that contrasted with those of the rest of the community 

(anonymous council planner, personal communication, June 23, 2015). Hence, local 

authorities and external consultants held the general understanding that for members of the 

public it could be daunting to take part in the participatory process. This shared 

understanding, in turn, was in line with previous literature linking the decision to take part 

or not in legislated public participation opportunities to personal preference (e.g. Pateman, 

1970) and ‘lukewarm’ opinions regarding the issue they are asked to participate in 

(Stephenson & Lawson, 2013). In other words, those who choose not to participate do so 
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due to personal factors. Participants in this research, however, also highlighted how 

institutional factors might contribute to these personal decisions.  

In their characterisations of public participation, almost all council employees, industry 

members, and external experts distinguished between a public-friendly submission process 

and a more intimidating post-submission process17. All participants in the research pointed 

out that the factors leading to self-exclusion tended to strengthen with each obligatory 

passage point of participation. For instance, the external expert for the Tararua District 

Council argued that while submissions were often a private, straightforward, quick, and 

relatively cheap process, the tribunal-like structure of both the Board of Enquiry and the 

Environment Court could prove particularly intimidating for the public (personal 

communication, October 12, 2015). The negative effects of increased formality on public 

participation were also recognised at the ministerial level (Auckland District Law Society, 

2014; MfE, 2015a; NZWEA, n.d.b). Hence, participants in the research generally expected 

public participation to drop off at each stage of the consenting process, due to a combination 

of both personal factors and administrative bottlenecks.  

When describing submitters, participants in the research also pointed out two opposing 

tendencies in the community. On one hand, the interviews revealed the commonly held 

institutional belief that the public often use the consenting process to publicly express 

frustration with local, regional and national policy, rather than to express concerns 

regarding a specific proposal (External expert for Waikato District Council, personal 

communication, June 16, 2015). On the other hand, they reported a general sense of 

cynicism towards the effectiveness of the participatory system in place, as often highlighted 

in the literature (see Irvin & Stansbury, 2004; Turner, 2001). For instance, comments such 

as, “Whatever I say, people don't listen anyway” (Senior employee at Palmerston North 

City Council, personal communication, June 26, 2015) and, “What can I do, I'm just a little 

person, how am I going to get involved in this and have a real power to stop this?” (External 

expert for Waikato District Council personal communication, May 18, 2015) were 

common. Overall, the key informants highlighted a common sense of public 

disenfranchisement, disillusionment, and, ultimately, distrust towards public participation.  

 
17 This distinction explains why one participant did not frame participation as daunting, as they were only 

referring to the submission stage. 
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It is not confined to wind farms, that's really a process criticism. And people are right, 

putting an application together, for such a big application, there would have been a lot 

of technical experts’ sort of evidences and inputs to that and… yeah, it's probably well-

funded and well-supported applicant and it's a bit difficult for the mums and dads that 

have a day job and all the rest of it to try and participate fully in the process. There are 

ways that they can do better by getting together and all the rest of it, but, I'm not sure 

what the answer actually is, but it's more a case of the system thing rather than just a 

wind farm thing (External expert for Ruapehu and Rangitikei District Councils, 

personal communication, September 29, 2015).  

The unevenness in resources between the public and the developers was also seen as 

accentuated by the fact that the RMA preferred expert assessments, technical modelling, 

and evidence over anecdotal experience. This preference, in turn, put the spotlight on the 

pervasive knowledge divide it enforces and its impact on public participation and the 

public.  

4.5.4 The knowledge divide  

Other than in relation to the specific characteristics of the proposal, participants in the 

research linked local acceptance (or lack of thereof) to familiarity with wind farms and their 

technology. This assessment, which is supported by the international acceptance literature 

(see Reeds et al., 2018), was confirmed by the fact that the proposal for the Waverly wind 

farm in 2016 received substantially fewer submissions than a similar proposal made in 

2009. Speaking about this reduced interest, a senior employee at the South Taranaki District 

Council stated: 

There are a couple of reasons that I can think of. I guess one is that a bit of time 

has passed since the application. Wind farms are a bit more common now that 

they were nine years ago, so I think there would be a little bit less of a 

fear for the unknown, simply because the activity is better known now. I think 

this is part of it. And I think part of it is that a lot of the people that are involved 

in the process for this application were also involved in the process for the first 

application and I think that by virtue of having been involved the first time they 

have learned a little bit more about it, the community and the people that live 

close to the site and those sort of things (personal communication, October 14, 

2016).  
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Further research is required to evaluate the impact of other factors, including, for instance, 

the effects of slower wind farm uptake in the country. However, in the meantime, what was 

particularly relevant for this research was the fact that conceptualising community 

opposition as a matter of familiarity means that social acceptance was being framed as an 

educational issue. As argued by Wolsink (2012), this understanding argued that if the 

community was better informed, they would support the proposal. This approach, hence, 

indirectly dismissed opposing positions and reinforced the understanding that wind farm 

projects have national significance and therefore should be built. 

The framing of opposition as a matter of lack of information and familiarity revealed a 

divide between what participants in the research defined as the emotional response from 

parts of the community and the need for councils to represent the interests of the whole 

community and the wider public. It also contributed to a conceptualisation of council 

decisions as techno-scientific on the basis of professional and neutral assessments. In doing 

so, this framing attempted to reduce the space for confrontation and increase the social 

acceptance of council decisions. This rationale, in turn, helped explain the emphasis put on 

clearly establishing decision-makers as neutral and impartial evaluators. However, the 

techno-managerial approach to resource consents revealed by participants in the research 

can be seen as perpetuating a knowledge divide mindset that may hinder public 

participation and contribute to public cynicism regarding the process. As stated in the 

previous section, the interviews highlighted that the RMA required public submitters to 

adopt what could be defined as the language of experts. Hence, lay knowledge was 

implicitly framed as incompatible with the decision-making process unless validated by 

professional expertise. This framing, however, contrasted with the subjectivity of some of 

the main points of conflict (e.g. visual impacts), for which scientific evidence would not 

provide a definitive and non-controversial solution. Furthermore, diverse groups claimed 

that scientific evidence supported their position (e.g. those opposing the wind farm due to 

its impact on the local flora and fauna). On the one hand, using professional expertise and 

scientific knowledge as the key source of validation for the resource consent assessment 

reduced the space and the scope of public participation and increased the space for cynicism 

and dissatisfaction. On the other hand, it also allowed councils to rely extensively on 

external experts.  
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4.5.5 Use of external experts and the implications  

Under the RMA, councils could choose to delegate many of their functions, powers and 

duties to external, accredited professionals selected on the basis of their competence and 

previous experiences (Sections 33, 34, and 39). These professional figures were hired as 

(1) hearing commissioners, (2) planners in charge of assessing the whole application for 

the council, or (3) consultants in charge of specific technical aspect of the application. A 

combination of factors led to contracting out these different responsibilities. For instance, 

the main reason for hiring independent hearing commissioners was the need to assure the 

public that the proposal would be assessed fairly and independently. This was evident for 

the Te Uku wind farm, where the Waikato District Council, which is a shareholder and 

future capital beneficiary of WEL Network (the distribution company that applied for the 

wind farm resource consent), chose to contract independent hearing commissioners to 

avoid possible conflicts of interests (Senior planner at Waikato District Council, personal 

communication, May 18, 2015).  

Independent hearing commissioners were also contracted to signal to the public that the 

proposal had no significant political implications for the council and so the elected 

representatives’ inputs were considered unnecessary (Quality Planning, n.d.a). Similarly, 

independent experts were hired to lead the council’s assessment of an application to remove 

political pressure from councillors, especially during an election period. This was the case 

for the recent South Taranaki District wind farm. Following this rationale, elected 

councillors were also reported to have publicly announced their neutrality towards an 

application (Senior employee at Hurunui District Council, personal communication, 

September 29, 2015), avoided discussing proposals during local election campaigns (Senior 

employee at South Taranaki District Council, personal communication, October 14, 2016), 

and opted out from the position of hearing commissioner if they had previously expressed 

their support for increased renewable electricity installations (External expert for Tararua 

District Council, personal communication, October 12, 2015). 

External experts were most frequently contracted to help councils produce technical 

assessments within the proposal of specific issues, such as noise and impacts on waterways, 

especially those supplied as part of the AEE. Two key rationales guided this contracting, 

firstly, lack of in-house capabilities (External expert for Tararua District Council, personal 

communication, October 12, 2015). Assessing large-scale wind farm applications required 
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significant human resource, which could stretch smaller councils’ limited staff and impact 

on the councils’ general work programme (External planner for Ruapehu and Rangitikei 

District Councils September 29, 2015). Secondly, experts could also be hired simply for 

reasons of expedience.  

In other cases, they also recognise that if somebody knows, has a good knowledge of 

the whole subject, it makes that much quicker and easier to have a coherent and concise 

report coming through. So, because of the fact that they didn't have the resources 

initially, that's how we got involved and then of course, we built up a core knowledge 

of the whole things, so it became even more important that we would be engaged to 

continue to do that reporting role (External expert for Tararua District Council, personal 

communication, October 12, 2015). 

This later rationale, which often seemed to emerge alongside the others, was particularly 

relevant to the investigation of the framing of decision-making. As shown by international 

examples (Grundmann, 2017), underlying the transfer of authority to external experts is the 

axiomatic assumption that their expertise makes them impartial, honest and trustworthy, 

and therefore able to assess a resource consent application as well as, if not better than, 

council planners. In New Zealand, this assumption is enforced by the need for all 

commissioners to be accredited to sit on RMA hearings panels. However, this assumption 

could go against the core principle of devolution guiding New Zealand environmental 

management at the time, as experts were hired on the basis of their previous experience and 

familiarity with the process, rather than their knowledge of the proposed location and of its 

community. Furthermore, while local politicians were expected to renounce their role as 

hearing commissioner if they had previously expressed a favourable opinion regarding 

renewables, the same was not expected of the experts. Instead, previous experience was 

considered an advantage. Hence, their appointment confirmed the secondary role played 

by local and lay knowledge in the resource consenting process compared to techno-

scientific assessments.  

4.5.6 The amorphous imagined public  

The council employees, external experts and industry members’ depiction of the affected 

publics provided in the above sections was significantly ‘amorphous’, with the exclusion 

of marginal considerations of class, framed in terms of reflections over individuals’ 

education and disposable income. Most notably, it lacked any attribute of gender and 
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cultural identity, even though the literature review conducted in Section 2.4.2. identified 

these characteristics as central elements in energy transition and environmental justice 

discussions. Two possible explanations could account for this omission. First, it could be 

linked to the research delimitation, and specifically to the decision to adopt a co-

productionist methodological approach (Chapter 3). Pre-fixed criteria against which to 

assess the perceptions and framings of the affected public and stakeholders were not 

adopted in this study as not in line with a co-productionist methodology. These meant that 

the description of the imagined public emerged organically from the participants’ 

descriptions, rather than being assessed against pre-established categories. In other words, 

participants did not address these issues, because they were not asked a direct question 

about them.  

Second, the lack of ethnical and gender characterisations could be due to a generalisation 

tendency. This research investigated the role of the local consenting authorities and their 

relationship with the public and the proposal. Hence, participants in the research might have 

preferred to draw a general picture, by focusing on common denominators of the affected 

communities, such as lack of familiarity with the proposal, and on general challenges to 

public participation, such as having disposable income to hire a lawyer. This explanation 

would also be in line with the depiction of the participatory process as open and only limited 

by self-selection, which was also apparent from the interviews. Since investigating specific 

local authorities’ biases or lack of thereof was not the main scope of the analysis, the data 

collected cannot provide a satisfactory explanation for the amorphous imagined public that 

has emerged from this analysis. However, it offered an interesting platform for future 

studies, which could assess specifically how gender, age, class, and ethnicity considerations 

are reflected in the imagined publics and their impact on participation opportunities.  

4.6 Applicant-led public consultations 

The need for councils to remain super partes described in the previous sections also 

shaped applicant-led public participation. While applicants were not obliged to engage 

with the public under the RMA (Section 36A18), this form of engagement was encouraged 

at each stage of the resource consent and AEE process. Specifically, “It is important for a 

 
18 This section was introduced in 2005 to clarify the government’s position towards consultation and to 

shield developers from accusations of non-compliance with legislative requirements. 
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person who is the proponent of an activity to be out there in the community and be the 

face of that activity rather than expecting the council to do that” (Senior employee at, 

South Taranaki District Council, personal communication, October 14, 2016). This 

approach echoed the widely held argument that early engagement was essential to building 

public consent (see Aitken et al., 2014; 2016; Corscadden et al., 2012). 

As a form of non-legislated participation, applicant-led public engagement was mostly 

case-dependent, and included drop-in sessions, community meetings and public 

exhibitions mostly focused on pre-consultation engagement during the AEE process. 

Hence, this form of engagement differed quite significantly from legislated participation 

administered by the council(s), particularly in terms of its aims. On the one hand, public 

participation as prescribed under the RMA was a top-down, semi-passive process that 

sought to ensure the collection of all relevant information and increase the community 

acceptance of the final decision. On the other hand, wind farm applicants undertook a two-

way engagement with the public expressly to reduce any form of opposition that could 

stretch the timeline of the consenting process and, consequently, increase its costs.  

The developers used these informal engagement opportunities to explain to the public the 

specifics of the project and its rationale (Senior employee at Waikato Regional Council, 

personal communication, September 6, 2016), as well as to identify the most controversial 

matters that needed to be addressed (Senior employee at Hurunui District Council, 

personal communication, September 29, 2015). However, these objectives contrasted with 

the reported public expectation that the required outcome of these forms of engagement 

was agreement over the proposal (External expert for WEL Network, personal 

communication, May 18, 2015). Because increasing social acceptance was the developers’ 

declared objective, these contrasting expectations were particularly relevant. For instance, 

there is substantial agreement in the literature that if the community believes that their 

concerns have been ignored, it can substantially increase its opposition to a project, 

especially in instances of developer-led participation (Janhunen et al., 2018).  

The Te Uku wind farm offered a prime example of the strategies put in place by developers 

to engage with the community and address their concerns, and the impacts on community 

acceptance (Bridges, 2013; MIBE, 2012; NZWEA, 2010). Interviews with relevant 

experts and council planners showed that during the pre-application phase, WEL Network 

(the line company that applied for resource consent) developed an engagement strategy 
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based on two key points: (1) narrowing the scope of the debate over the proposal; and (2) 

framing the project as a community partnership. A similar strategy was also undertaken 

by Meridian Energy, the energy company that purchased the resource consent. First, WEL 

Network sought to shift the frame of the conversation, from “I hate everything about the 

entire proposal” to “I don’t want to see that one” (External  expert, WEL Network, 

personal communication, May 18, 2015). By attempting to qualify local opposition in 

terms of specific issues, WEL Network aimed to create the conditions for satisfactory 

outcomes and transform the ‘dysfunctional conflict’ (Amason, 1996) around the wind farm 

to functional conflict. After its purchase of the resource consent from WEL Network, 

Meridian continued the previous efforts to shift the focus of the conflict, in line with best 

practices suggested in the literature (see Bell et al., 2005; Jami & Walsh, 2014; Sovacool 

& Ratan, 2012). At the core of Meridian’s attempt was a charm campaign seeking to shift 

the community focus from the unavoidable impacts of the wind farm to the benefits it 

would produce, such as employment opportunities and improved access to the 

environment (Senior employee for Meridian, personal communication, November 11, 

2015). 

Second, both companies also sought to create a sense of shared ownership of the project 

with the community. In the case of WEL, this strategy was both motivated and facilitated 

by the fact that the company was consumer-owned. 

I think, being a community-owned company put the emphasis on the community's 

acceptance of the project and the fact that ultimately costumers were liable as well. 

And so, effectively, it was like their project, rather than an organisation coming and 

telling them what they had to do. So effectively, it was a community project for 

community benefit (Senior employee at WEL Network, personal communication, 

November 11, 2015). 

Te Uku thus provides a clear example of how wind farms can create new roles for the 

general public (Walker & Cass, 2007) and the role that community ownership can play in 

promoting public acceptance (MacArthur, 2016; Seyfang et al., 2013; Toke et al., 2008). 

These engagement efforts were perceived by both the community and council as authentic, 

engaging and substantially different from the standard strategies adopted by large energy 

companies (Senior planner at Waikato District Council, personal communication, May 18, 

2015). Yet, Meridian’s acquisition of the resource consent also showed that big energy 
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companies could, according to the participants in the research, successfully appropriate a 

similar narrative. Meridian centred its strategy on community partnership and sought to 

include the local public in every aspect of the process, according to the understanding that: 

If someone stands at a fence and watches what's going on, they are going to look for 

everything that you do wrong, critically. If there are on the other side of the fence, 

helping build the building, the wind farm, or whatever, they will look at their project 

very, very differently, they will see it as their own (Senior employee at Meridian 

project, personal communication, November 11, 2015). 

Since the strategy was particularly well received and copied by other New Zealand energy 

companies (Senior employee at Meridian project, personal communication, November 11, 

2015), it can be considered a positive example of the ‘common sense approach’ - a habitual 

and mutually copied pattern of thinking - with regard to learning and acceptance (Wolsink, 

2013, p.1788). This learning behaviour was also emphasised by other participants in the 

research who had registered a significant increase in early and extensive consultation and 

engagement over the years. These strategies, hence, contributed to the creation of a specific 

identity for the public, defined as local and interested in being involved in the project. This 

was particularly evident in the handling of the community benefits.  

4.6.1 The applicants and the imagined public  

Industry members interviewed for this research for wind farm resource consents 

contributed to the framing of the ‘public’ as the local communities. For instance, it was 

people living in the proximity of the proposed site for the Te Uku wind farm who were 

mostly targeted by developer-led engagement strategies. Local residents were also the main 

recipients of the community benefits, which were mostly described by participants as 

indispensable to increasing the social acceptance of a project. Community benefits 

appeared particularly important in a context where the project was perceived as inevitable, 

because they could be instrumental in establishing a sense of partnership between the 

developers and the public. 

There was an acceptance that the project was going to be built, there was never any 

doubt about that, but it come to ‘what are they going to do for us, now that this is going 

to be built in our backyard?’ and so they set up bans and places where you can apply 

for funds and those sorts of things. You could see it as them buying the community, but 

they made it really easy, ‘we put it up there, we are going to do this for you’. And to 
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this point, this means that the community is going to be a little more accepting (Senior 

employee at Waikato District Council, personal communication, May 18, 2015).  

As reflected in the above comment, the public’s perception of the inevitability of the 

proposal was intertwined with the negotiation of community benefits. On the one hand, 

participants in the research pointed out that developers often tried to frame the projects as 

inevitable, especially those labelled of national significance, to force the community into 

accepting them. On the other hand, members of the industry reported that individuals would 

often threaten to lodge appeals and consequently increase the costs of the resource consent 

for the developers unless they were offered higher compensation. Hence, there was an 

understanding that the negotiation process facilitated by the Environment Court could be 

hijacked and destabilised by either developers or members of the community seeking to 

maximise their respective economic pay-offs. According to the literature, community 

benefits have the intrinsic potential to blur the lines between buying, blackmailing and 

bullying the community (Wouters, Hardie-Boys, & Wilson 2011). Given the lack of 

government oversight, both at the local and national level, chances of distortion varied on 

a case-by-case basis.  

Finally, developers’ perceptions and attitudes towards the affected community reflected 

residual NIMBY assumptions. Most notably, both experts and industry members exhibited 

the generally held understanding that only appeasing self-interest and/or community 

interest would ultimately contribute to their acceptance of the projects. Adopting this 

framing, however, also risked creating a self-fulfilling prophecy. It deflected attention from 

the systemic reasons that pushed the public to perceive the project as inevitable and to use 

negotiation over community benefits as an opportunity to personally balance their 

externalities.  

4.7 Summary 

Due to historically high levels of renewable electricity generation, the New Zealand 

political climate around renewables has lacked urgency. This framing resulted in the 

establishment of limited political instruments to support the achievement of the country’s 

current renewable energy target. Furthermore, administrative bottlenecks slowed down the 

local implementation of the existing mechanisms, such as the NPS-REG. Despite this 

political inactivity, wind energy has grown significantly over the last two decades, sparking 
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significant local debate around wind farm proposals. The case study, including the 

interviews conducted with key informants throughout New Zealand, offered significant 

insights into local governments’ capacity to incorporate public opinion in the consenting 

process and how these efforts contributed to the creation of a specific public and objects of 

participation.  

Written submissions and presentations in front of the Hearing Commissions were identified 

as the main forms of legislated public participation during large-scale proposals. Additional 

opportunities for direct, applicant-led public consultation were offered during the AEE and 

during the resource consent. Similarly, negotiation between the parties was also possible if 

third-party appeals were lodged to the Environment Court. From the review of current 

literature, it appeared that significant progress has been made towards integrating more 

opportunities for meaningful Māori participation in environmental management. For 

instance, the RMA offered significant recognition to Māori rights and values, and 

consultation with affected iwi and hapū was considered paramount to the attainment of 

resource consent. Yet, contemporary literature also recognised the need to expand the 

extent of these consultations and the overall integration of Māori values and rights in the 

legislative process. The participants’ framing of the imagined public as ‘amorphous’ – that 

is, without specific ethnic characteristics – could also offer an interesting starting point for 

future research in this field of research.  

The case study focused on the ‘multiplicity of framings’ (Pieraccini, 2015; Wynne, 2002) 

possible around wind farms and their repercussion on the co-production of public 

participation. In particular, it highlighted two contradictory frames enforced by the RMA. 

On the one hand, the legislation recognises the proposals as matters of national significance. 

On the other hand, wind farms are listed as having significant negative effects on the 

environment and requiring public notification and participation. Due to this dual framing, 

to increase the legitimation of the consenting process and outcomes, local authorities 

emphasised their reliance on impartial and neutral data, which they then assessed on the 

basis of their professional opinion. This attitude shaped not only relationships between the 

decision-makers and the public, but also between the public and the applicants themselves. 

It created the conditions for a developer-led public participation that focused on the 

negotiation of community benefits.  
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Adopting a techno-scientific approach to wind farm resource consenting implicitly 

favoured developers, who were more familiar with the language adopted and had more 

resources to hire experts to present their opinions in a way that that would be recognised 

by the decision-makers. It also risked alienating parts of the public, whose knowledge 

needed to be transformed into expert knowledge to be considered relevant. This 

requirement had the potential to compromise the public’s confidence in their ability to 

express their concerns (see Cass & Walker, 2009) and undermine their trust in the 

institutions. There were hence three key framing-related problems this ‘neutral’ approach 

could not mitigate and in some cases even exacerbated: the tension between being open to 

the wider public and the localisation of concerns; the conflict between ‘professional 

expertise’ and ‘emotional anecdotes’; and the blurred line between ‘education’ and 

‘participation’.  
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Chapter 5: Italy 
 

 

5.1 Introduction  

This chapter applies the co-productionist framework of analysis discussed in Chapter 2 to 

the Italian participatory process to explore the way in which it actively constructs the 

public, the issues, and the participatory practices put in place at the local level. Specifically, 

this chapter focuses on the consenting process for assessing large-scale wind farm 

proposals and the Italian local authorities’ efforts to implement legislated, invited public 

participation within it. The term ‘local government’ is used here to indicate governance 

bodies in one of the more than 8,000 municipalities over 100 provinces and 20 regions19 

that compose the layers of Italy sub-national government. The chapter focuses on regional 

authorities, which have significant energy planning and consenting authority, and 

municipal authorities, which are at the forefront of public participation in the decision-

making process.  

Following the structure and rationale adopted in Chapter 3, this chapter opens with an 

overview of the Italian renewable electricity portfolio and outlines the country’s potential 

for wind energy development. The exploration of existing resources provides a platform to 

the critical investigation of the impacts of the European Union’s (EU) energy strategies on 

the Italian national and regional energy legislation. This legislative framework, in turn, 

provides the boundaries within which local administrations are able to participate in the co-

production of public participation. Special attention is dedicated to the support mechanisms 

for wind energy, their impact on technology acceptance, and the long-lasting attempts to 

achieve administrative simplification. Against this energy promotion backdrop, the chapter 

also explores the legislated participatory opportunities within the Italian consenting process 

and situates them within the Italian participatory tradition. These observations are then 

integrated with interviews and questionnaire responses (Table 5.1) to evaluate the politics 

of scale at play during the consenting process and how they affect local authorities’ efforts. 

The words ‘senior employee’ and ‘elected member’ was adopted to maintain participants’ 

 
19 Five of these 20 regions have a special status (Aosta Valley, Trentino-Alto Adige/South Tirol, Friuli-

Venezia Giulia, Sardinia, and Sicily), while Trento and Bolzano are autonomous provinces. 
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anonymity, while also giving an indication of their position within the organization, which 

in turn qualifies their knowledge and its relevance for purposive sampling. In the analysis, 

extensive attention is dedicated to the exploration of the links between community benefits, 

landscape commodification and community engagement.  

Table 5.1 List of the experts, municipal and regional government officials and technical staff, as 

well as employees of the wind farm development firms interviewed.  

Organisation  Function Relevant wind 

farm(s) 

Date of final 

communication 

Interviews 

Municipality of Riparbella Elected member Poggio Malconsiglio 

wind farm 

May 19, 2016 

Municipality of Riparbella  Senior employee  Poggio Malconsiglio 

wind farm 

May 24, 2016 

Municipality of 

Montecatini Val di Cecina  

Senior employee La Miniera wind farm May 31, 2016 

Municipality of Chianni Senior employee  Monte Vitalba wind 

farm 

June 6, 2016 

Municipality of Santa 

Luce  

Senior employee  Santa Luce wind farm June 14, 2016  

F.E.R.A Senior employee  Chianni wind farm June 23, 2016 

WWF Italy Senior employee  Italy-wide July 12, 2016 

Region of Tuscany Senior employee  All Tuscan wind 

farms 

April 27, 2017 

Open-ended Survey 

Municipality of Pontedera Elected member Gello wind farm June 12, 2016 

Region of Tuscany Elected member  All Tuscan wind 

farms  

June 27, 2016 

Region of Tuscany Senior employee  All Tuscan wind 

farms 

November 8, 

2017 

 

5.2 Italy’s renewable electricity portfolio  

In 2017, renewables accounted for over 17% of Italy’s overall energy consumption and 

34% of its electricity consumption (GSE, 2017). These percentages build on the substantial 

renewable energy growth registered in the country from the mid-2000s, but they also hide 

the different trends for traditional and non-traditional renewable energy sources (Figure 

5.1). This general increase was part of the effort to diversify the country’s renewable energy 

portfolio as a response to key challenges faced by the traditional Italian renewable energy 

resources (IEA, 2016). While hydropower has historically been the main source of Italian 

electricity generation, its growth has been limited by low precipitation and high temperature 

patterns (Terna, 2015). Similarly, while Italy was the first country in the world to exploit 

geothermal energy for electricity, its uptake is significantly challenged by non-technical 
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barriers, such as bureaucratic hurdles (Deloitte, 2015; European Technology Platform 

RHC, 2014). On the other hand, non-traditional renewable energy sources have grown 

exponentially. For instance, based on recent development patterns, biomass is expected to 

become the country’s principal renewable energy source in the next few years (Pra & 

Pettenella, 2016). Thanks to generous government incentives (IEA, 2016), Italy is also one 

of the few countries in the world where solar energy has grown sufficiently to now account 

for a larger percentage of renewable electricity generation than wind energy (Wind Europe, 

2017)20. 

 

Figure 5.1 Italy’s renewable electricity portfolio (adapted from GSE, 2019). 

Despite experiencing smaller growth than solar energy, its late start21, and low starting 

point (INSTAT, 1994), wind energy has grown by 526% in the last decade (IEA, 2016b). 

This growth has exploited the country’s relatively high wind energy potential (Guergi & 

Sappio, 2012) and a high, average, on-shore capacity factor22 of 39% (Wind Europe, 2015). 

Yet, the country’s weak electricity grid has struggled to cope with increased intermittent 

wind energy generation (GSE, 2017b; IRENA, 2013) and has often resorted to curtailment 

 
20 Japan presents a similar renewable energy portfolio (Mochizuki & Chang, 2017) due to limitations to its 

wind energy development, such as land constraints (Cherp, Vinichenko, Jewell, Suzuki, & Antal, 2017; 

Ebinger, Banks, & Schackmann, 2014), and resistance from vested interests in the energy sector (Moe, 

2012). 
21 Wind energy was first included in the national energy balance in the mid-1990s (INSTAT, 1994). 
22 Capacity factor represents how close a wind turbine operates to ideal output. 
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of wind energy production (Guerci & Sappio 2012; IRENA, 2013; Lo Schiavo et al., 2013). 

These challenges are also aggravated by the fact that Italy’s wind energy potential is mostly 

located in the south of the country and along its coastline (Figure 5.2), hence away from 

the main consumption centres in the north (Caporale & De Lucia, 2015; González & Lacal-

Arántegui, 2016). 
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Figure 5.2 Italian wind energy resources at 50 metres above ground, wind energy capacity per 

region, and wind farm per municipality (adapted from Ricerca Sistema Energetico [RSE], n.d.; 

IEA, 2016). 

Despite this overall growth, a breakdown of recent wind energy development shows three 

key patterns: 2002–2007 in which yearly new installations were modest but steadily rising; 

2008–2012 in which yearly new installations were almost constantly above 1 GW; and 

2013 to the present in which the new installation rate seems to have plateaued (Terna, n.d). 

As a result of this deceleration, wind energy still only accounts for 5.5% of total Italian 

electricity demand, significantly lower than the European average (Wind Europe, 2017).  

Non-technical factors are the key challenge to current and future development. For 

instance, the distribution of Italian wind energy resources makes the technology vulnerable 

to unregulated development, including mafia infiltration, as wind farms are mostly located 

in marginalised, rural and sparsely populated interior areas of the south (Osti, 2016). 

Additionally, changes in the incentive system in 2012 (Giannì, 2015) resulted in the sudden 

deceleration of new wind energy installations (IRENA, 2013), while uncertainty over future 

incentives have also compromised the achievement of Italy’s 2020 non-binding wind 

energy target (Associazione Nazionale Energia del Vento [ANEV]23, 2017).  

This chapter focuses on the five wind farms currently present in the province of Pisa, which 

account for around 60% of total Tuscan wind energy capacity (Regione Toscana, 2015). 

These plants offer a good example of the rapid development of the technology in the 

country, as they were all consented as part of the main peak in Italian wind installations. 

Similar to the pattern around the country, the wind farms are also in close proximity to each 

other, all located less than 30 km away from one another. All but the Pontedera wind farm 

are located on the same hill range and are visible from the coast (see Figure 5.3) and from 

one farm to another, which is typical in the Italian landscape (Figure 5.4). Finally, in line 

with national trends, all but the Pontedera wind farm are located in small municipalities, 

each with around 1700 residents, that rely heavily on tourism as a source of income. The 

decision to focus on all five wind farms was also dictated by the need to expand the pool 

of key informants who could be contacted, as each municipality had only between one and 

 
23 ANEV is the national Wind Energy Association. 
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two technicians involved in the consenting process, while the timing of interviews around 

municipal elections made most politicians unwilling to take part in the research.  

 

Figure 5.3 Map of existing wind farms in the province of Pisa in 2018. 

 

Figure 5.4 View from the Riparbella wind farm of the Chianni wind farm (Author’s own, 2017). 
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5.2.1 The social gap in Italy’s wind energy public acceptance 

In line with international examples and the academic literature, government and industry 

reports in Italy show a substantial ‘social gap’ (Bell et al., 2005) between the reportedly 

high levels of national public support for wind energy (ANEV & Greenpeace, 2007; Behind 

Energy, 2014; Cicia, Cembalo, Del Giudice, & Palladino, 2012; Fondazione UniVerde, 

2016; La Stampa Tuttogreeen, 2013)24 and vocal local opposition to specific wind farm 

projects. In particular, the high concentration of wind farms on limited areas of the national 

territory has sparked intense localised public debate (Caporale & De Lucia, 2015). This has 

contributed to making renewable energy projects the most opposed of all energy proposals 

(77.5%), with energy already the most contested category of all local infrastructural 

projects in Italy (NIMBY Forum, 2017). Yet, since wind energy installations affect only a 

limited number of communities, these conflictual aspects are not easily accounted for in 

national surveys. 

Despite the conflictual nature of their development, Italian wind farms have benefitted from 

a national culture of ‘energy emergency’ (Osti, 2016, p.253), linked to the country’s limited 

fossil fuel resources and a ban on nuclear energy generation25. This makes the country 

significantly dependent on energy imports (Deloitte, 2015; European Statistical Office 

[Eurostat], 2015). The country’s dependence on electricity imports, which is facilitated by 

the significant connections with neighbouring, electricity-exporting countries, has allowed 

the government to frame renewables as economic investments rather than exclusively as 

environmental solutions (Basso, 2017). Within this framework, wind energy development 

has been shaped by both national and international ‘policy frames’ (Schön & Rein, 1994), 

which are discussed in the following section.  

5.3 Multi-level governance of wind energy: the 

national context 

Italian renewable energy development has indirectly benefitted from several national 

energy reforms, even though those were not their direct target. For instance, the 

liberalisation of the national energy sector in the late 1990s26 (Cavicchioli, 2015; Ferrari & 

 
24 These data are collected through surveys that use a national random sample 
25 Italians rejected nuclear energy in the 1987 and 2011 referenda, but the country still consumes nuclear 

generated energy in the form of electricity imports (Deloitte, 2015). 
26 Among these measures, the most relevant for wind energy growth are the introduction of feed-in-tariffs, 

the 1999 Bersani Decree (Legislative Decree 143 79/99), and the Electricity Liberalisation Act of 1999. 
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Giulietti, 2005; Giulietti & Sica, 1999) resulted in the rather informal and pioneering 

diffusion of wind energy (Osti, 2016). The fastest wind energy growth, however, has taken 

place under European Union (EU) regulations and targets (Terna, n.d.), which offered 

developers a long-term perspective and created political momentum (Mahalingam & 

Reiner, 2016). Figure 5.5 summarises the key framework for the international, national, 

regional and local management of large-scale wind farm proposals which will be discussed 

in the following sections. First, the next sections analyse the national legislation, as it offers 

key insights on how the country’s national energy culture affects and is affected by policy 

and its implementation. Secondly, Section 5.4 investigates the local division of competence 

and authority during large-scale resource consent, focusing on legislated public 

participation. 

 

Figure 5.5 Italian framework for the international, national, regional and local management of 

large-scale wind farm proposals. 

5.3.1 European Union regulations  

In the last two decades, the EU has set three consecutive renewable energy targets which 

encompass individual sub-targets for each of the energy sectors – electricity, transport and 
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heat/cooling (Table 5.2). Each energy target builds on existing progress and circumstances 

and seeks to ensure the EU remains on track to achieve its long-term political priority of 

transitioning away from fossil fuels (European Parliament & Council, 2007). For instance, 

in light of the failure to achieve the target set in 2001, the 2009 target for 2020 was made 

binding. Further, to increase member states’ drive to implement the changes necessary for 

its achievement, the European Directive 2009/28/EC (European Directive on Renewable 

Energy) established binding, national renewable energy targets (European Parliament & 

Council, 2009). Under this directive, Italy is committed to achieving 17% of its final energy 

consumption from renewables (Ministry for Economic Development [MSE], 2010), up 

from 5.2% in 2005 (European Parliament & Council, 2018). This increase was expected to 

be achieved mostly through new installations of wind, biomass and solar energy (IEA 

Wind, 2015), renewable energy imports, and joint renewable energy projects with third 

countries (European Renewable Energy Council, 2011).  

Table 5.2 European targets for renewable energy share. 

24. Date 25. Renewable 

energy 

target 

26. To be 

achieved 

by 

27. Binding 28. Main directive 

29. 2001 30. 12% 31. 2010 32. N 33. Directive 

2001/77/EC 

34. 2009 35. 20%27 36. 2020 37. Y 38. Directive 

2009/28/EC 

39. 2013 40. 32% 41. 2030 42. N 43. Directive 

2018/2001/EC 

The Italian national target is notably lower than the EU average (20%), as it was set to 

reflect the country’s available resources, existing renewable energy production, and unique 

energy market (European Parliament & Council, 2009)28. While the Italian national 

government initially questioned the target’s achievability (e.g. MSE, 2010a), the country 

fulfilled its obligations in 2014, six years ahead of schedule (Eurostat, 2017a; 

QualeEnergia, 2017), in part thanks to an increase of over 100% in renewable electricity 

capacity from 2005 values (European Environment Agency [EEA], 2018). The key driving 

factor for this growth, however, was the update of statistical data regarding households’ 

solid biomass (wood) consumption (Eurostat, 2017a). The adoption of these new data 

meant that only a third of the previously expected new installations were necessary to meet 

 
27 The renewable energy target is part of a wider package including: 1) reduce greenhouse gas emissions by 

20% from 1990 levels; 2) improve energy efficiency by 20% (EC, 2017a). 
28 The targets range from 10% in Malta to 49% in Sweden. 
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the 2020 target (Greenpeace, 2017). The fact that the target has been achieved mostly 

through this update confirms the government’s initial doubts over the achievability of the 

target based solely on new installations and casts a negative light on both the EU targets 

and the Italian government’s efforts.  

Some of the literature has marked this early achievement as an example of the inability of 

the EU strategy to adapt to national circumstances and set carefully targeted objectives (e.g. 

Carfora et al., 2017). Nonetheless, the EU welcomed these statistical revisions as a positive 

sign of the renewed emphasis on careful monitoring (Eurostat, 2017b), also one of the 

original objectives of the EU energy strategy. Yet, this re-calibration has undermined the 

symbolic value of the target and further reduced incentives to promote new installations. 

This assessment builds on the recent slowdown in new renewable energy installations, both 

at the Italian and EU level, which is threatening the achievement of the overall EU 2020 

renewable energy target (EEA, 2018). This deceleration, which in Italy is driven by a 

downturn in wind energy installations (Regioni & Ambiente, 2019), in turn helps explain 

the recent revision of some key features of the 2030 EU targets. They were initially 

introduced as non-binding and largely expected to be achieved through market forces, 

thanks to reduced renewable energy prices (European Commission [EC], 2016b)29. 

However, the European Directive 2018/2001 subsequently made the target binding, raised 

it to 32% (up from 27%), and established an upward revision clause for 2023 (European 

Parliament & Council, 2018). Because the impacts of this most recent EU Directive are still 

to be registered in Italian legislation, the following section focuses on the implementation 

of the European Directive 2009/28/EC in the Italian national and regional legislative 

landscape to provide the framework for the analysis of participatory opportunities in the 

consenting process for wind farm applications.  

5.3.2 Translating European and national targets at the Tuscan level 

As part of wider efforts to promote the decentralisation of the Italian public sector (Alber 

& Valdesalici, 2015; Breton & Fraschini, 2016), matters of energy in Italy are extensively 

 
29 Contrary to its predecessor, the 2030 target is not binding to ensure the necessary flexibility for each 

member state (EC, 2014a; 2014b; 2016a; 2017b). This assessment builds on the assumption that the binding 

nature of the 2030 greenhouse gas emission target, the policy implications of the legislative package for the 

overall 2030 EU targets, peer pressure through EU-wide consultations, EC recommendations, and the 

potential for direct EU intervention will drive renewable energy development and limit/avoid any free-

riding (ibidem). This less stringent approach is also a reflection of the fact that most countries have already 

achieved their 2020 targets, and most technologies are expected to reach economic maturity and become 

competitive without incentives. 
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regionalised. Specifically, regional administrations are responsible for achieving national 

and international targets and have extensive legislative power over energy matters (Title 5 

of Part 2 of the Constitution of the Italian Republic)30. This regionalisation is strengthened 

by the principle of integrated governance at the core of the EU energy strategy, which seeks 

to ensure that European, national, regional, and local measures all contribute to the 

transition towards renewables (EC, 2015a). Under this rationale, the European Directive 

2009/28/EC strongly encourages the establishment of local and regional targets and 

supports the full involvement of these authorities in drawing up national action plans 

(European Parliament & Council, 2009). To implement the directive’s recommendations, 

the Italian Legislative Decree on Burden Sharing31 assigns each region a renewable energy 

target (MSE & Ministry for the Environment, Land and Sea [MATTM] (2012) that reflects 

their respective current and potential renewable energy portfolio (Table 5.3). As part of the 

regionalisation of the energy sector, while national decrees provide shared, national 

guidelines, regional authorities select the instruments to achieve their respective targets, 

including setting energy production from each renewable energy source, suspending 

existing authorisation processes, and creating regional initiatives to reduce final gross 

consumption (MSE & MATTM, 2012). 

Tuscany is among the regions that surpassed their individual 2020 renewable energy targets 

ahead of schedule (Table 5.3). Part of the region’s success was linked to its early adoption 

of regional renewable energy regulations. For instance, wind energy provisions were 

included in the 2008 Tuscan Regional Energy Direction Plan (Piano d’Indirizzo Energetico 

Regionale, PIER), which set specific objectives for future wind energy development and 

clarified the authoritative procedures to be followed in the region (Regione Toscana, n.d). 

These regulations were introduced two years before the national guidelines, which helped 

provide certainty to developers. 

Since Italian-based empirical research shows that prompt and comprehensive regulation 

can increase social acceptance of wind farms (Bigerna & Polinori, 2015), the Tuscan early 

regulation could also have contributed to the overall acceptability of the technology in the 

 
30 Measures addressing renewables and energy efficiency need to be co-signed by the two responsible 

ministries: the Ministry of Economic Development (MSE) and the Ministry for the Environment, Land and 

Sea (MATTM). While the MSE is responsible for formulating and implementing Italy’s overall energy 

policy, the MATTM is responsible for co-ordinating climate policy issues. 

31 The Decree formalises Italian Law No 13/2009.  
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region. The regional government also established areas ineligible for wind energy 

development, such as those with existing landscape protection restrictions, UNESCO world 

heritage sites, and wildlife sanctuaries. It also provided guidelines on the construction of 

the wind farms and financed the creation of an interactive wind map (LaMMa Consortium, 

2017). Throughout the interviews, Tuscany was also recognised as one of the most rigorous 

regions in terms of its application of the national guidelines on the consenting process 

(Senior employee at F.E.R.A. for the Chianni wind farm, personal communication, June 

23, 2016).  

Table 5.3 Regional objectives for renewable energy consumption by 2020 (adapted from GSE, 

2017). 

  Objective (%) 

Regions and 

Autonomous 

Provinces  

Starting 

point 
2012 2014 2016 2018 2020 

Abruzzo 5.8% 10.1% 11.7% 13.6% 15.9% 19.1% 

Aosta Valley 51.6% 51.8% 51% 50.7% 51% 52.1% 

Apulia 3% 6.7% 8.3% 10% 11.9% 14.2% 

Basilicata 7.9% 16.1% 19.6% 23.4% 27.8% 33.1% 

Calabria 8.7% 14.7% 17.1% 19.7% 22.9% 27.1% 

Campania 4.2% 8.3% 9.8% 11.6% 13.8% 16.7% 

Emilia-Romagna 2% 4.2% 5.1% 6% 7.3% 8.9% 

Friuli Venezia 

Giulia 

5.2% 7.6% 8.5% 9.6% 10.9% 12.7% 

Lazio 4% 6.5% 7.4% 8.5% 9.9% 11.9% 

Liguria 3.4% 6.8% 8% 9.5% 11.4% 14.1% 

Lombardy 4.9% 7% 7.7% 8.5% 9.7% 11.3% 

Marches 2.6 6.7 8.3 10.1 12.4 15.4 

Molise 10.8 18.7 21.9 25.5 29.7 35 

Piedmont 9.2 11.1 11.5 12.2 13.4 15.1 

Sardinia 3.8 8.4 10.4 12.5 14.9 17.8 

Sicily 2.7 7 8.8 10.8 13.1 15.9 

TAA Bolzano 32.4 33.8 33.9 34.3 35 36.5 

TAA Trento 28.6 30.9 31.4 32.1 33.4 35.5 

Tuscany 6.2 9.6 10.9 12.3 14.1 16.5 

Umbria 6.2 8.7 9.5 10.6 11.9 13.7 

While neither the EU nor the national 2020 renewable energy targets are technology 

specific, Tuscany also established a non-binding wind energy target of 3% of total energy 

production (Elected member at Region of Tuscany, personal communication, June 27, 

2016). The target recognised that the region’s abundant wind energy resources (LaMMa 



126 
 

Consortium, 2017; Regione Toscana, 2015) can support any new installations necessary to 

comply with future national and international obligations (ANEV, 2017). Yet, changes in 

wind energy incentive mechanisms (ANEV, 2017; Giannì, 2015) have significantly halted 

new wind farm installations. Hence, in order to better understand the intersection between 

these factors and their impact on the framing of wind farms as objects of controversy, it is 

necessary to investigate the evolution of wind energy incentive mechanisms in the country.  

5.3.3 Support mechanisms for wind energy in Italy 

In the last two decades Italy has introduced two main incentives for large-scale wind energy 

- Green Certificates (GCs) (2002–2012) and ‘descending auctions’ (2012–2016). Under the 

first mechanism, power generators and importers were required to either produce a quota 

of electricity from renewables or purchase GCs (IRENA, 2013). While Italy was one of the 

few countries in Europe to adopt GCs (Gipe, 2012), the mechanism was successful in 

driving large investment to the sector (IEA Photovoltaic, 2017), and has been amongst the 

key drivers of the substantial increase of renewable energy generation in the country (EEA, 

2017). Yet, it was also particularly cost-ineffective (Bigerna et al., 2017; IEA, 2016) due 

to a combination of structural shortcomings (O’Brian, 2010), such as the failure to keep up 

with the technology learning curve (Mahalingam, & Reiner, 2016), investor uncertainty 

linked to continuous amendments (EC, 2017b, Vaglio, 2011), and low energy demand 

(Cassetta et al.  2017). These inefficiencies meant that the mechanism imposed significant 

costs on the final consumers (Carfora et al., 2017; Cassetta et al. 2017; Mahalingam, & 

Reiner, 2016; Monarca et al., 2015), which, in turn, hindered the national public’s 

acceptance of renewables (Del Rio & Linares, 2014; Bigerna et al., 2017) and resulted in 

the phasing out of GCs in 2012.  

GCs were replaced by a complex strategy that assigned different incentives to each 

renewable energy technology according to size (Presidente della Repubblica, 2011)32. 

Under the scheme, large-scale wind farms benefitted from a descending price auction 

scheme based on annual quotas (GSE, 2013). The rationale behind the adoption of this 

scheme was the widely-held expectation that descending auctions would increase 

 
32 The Decree introduces three different access mechanisms according to the size of the plant: 

1. Direct access for plants with size lower than 60 MW; 

2. Access by registration for plants with size greater than 60 MW and lower than 5 MW; and, 

3. Access by auction for plants with size lower than 5 MW (EA Wind, 2015, p. 156). 
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efficiency and reduce costs (Cassetta et al., 2017; EC, 2014b; 2017b; Kitzing & Wendring, 

2015; Maurer & Barroso, 2011; REN21, 2016). The Italian experience confirmed these 

expectations, as the country registered lower wind energy prices (IRENA, 2017; 

Meneghello, 2016; O’Brian, 2016; 2016b)33 and higher competition among investors 

(Elements, 2015; Giannì, 2015; IEA Wind, 2015). However, levels of state-offered 

incentives remained high (Tiedemann et al., 2016) and only half of the auction-winning 

projects were built (Elements, 2015). These limitations raised questions about the efficacy 

of this mechanism for the country (Wigand et al., 2016). In particular, the lack of clear, 

transparent and timely information regarding its future (IEA Wind, 2015; Steinhauer & 

Narducci, 2016) significantly increased the risks for investors and technology developers 

(del Río and Linares, 2014), which was confirmed by the industry member interviewed for 

this research. Furthermore, this uncertainty may have also resulted in distorted bidding 

(Cassetta et al., 2017). 

Recent policy documents also revealed a significant shift in the preferences of the Italian 

central government. After more than a decade of offering some of the highest but also most 

ineffective incentives in Europe (Del Rio & Tarancón, 2012; Mahalingam & Reiner, 2016), 

the 2017 National Energy Strategy (NES) formally signalled the government’s desire to 

focus on non-financial mechanisms, such as regulatory simplification and increased public 

participation (MSE, 2017). Furthermore, the NES suggested a re-centralisation of the 

energy transition to increase cohesiveness and foster policy and regulatory simplification 

(MSE, 2017). This approach was in line with the EU’s growing understanding that due to 

decreasing technological expenses, administrative costs would represent a higher 

percentage of overall project expenditure (EC, 2017b).  

5.4. Public participation in wind farm consenting 

processes 

Administrative barriers have long been recognised as one of the key challenges to Italian 

renewable energy development (Binda Zane et al., 2012; Confindustria, 2017; ECORYS, 

2010; EC, 2015a; IEA, 2016; MSE, 2017). While the country does not have the most 

cumbersome consenting process in the EU (European Wind Energy Association, 2010), its 

consenting times remain extremely long. For instance, it used to take up to seven years to 

 
33 These gains only affected the on-shore wind sector, as for all other sectors (hydro, geothermal, and off-

shore wind), participants in the auctions did not meet the necessary quotas (Wigand et al, 2016). 
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obtain all the necessary permits for a large-scale wind farm (Cavicchioli et al., 2011; 

Kapman et al., 2015) and three additional years to connect it to the grid (ECORYS, 2010). 

For wind energy, part of this administrative bottleneck was due to the inability of the 

national regulatory system to evolve at the same pace as the rapid growth in wind energy 

enabled by the GCs due to political and legislative constraints (Cavicchioli, 2015; 

ECORYS, 2010). In particular, the decision to pursue both the decentralisation of public 

policy competencies and the liberalisation of the national energy sector (Cavicchioli et al. 

2011) meant that most of the legislative planning and consenting burden fell to regional 

government (GSE, 2011; 2014). This resulted in significant variation in the modalities and 

division of competences within different levels of local government that reflected each 

region’s preference and traditions. This variation was also accentuated by the tension and 

inconsistencies between energy transition discourses at the different scales of the country’s 

energy governance system (Sarrica et al., 2018). 

Furthermore, the concomitance of generous incentives and fragmented administrative 

practices compromised social acceptance of wind energy development (Cavicchioli et al., 

2011). Since Italian legislation recognises renewables as ‘public interest properties’, 

developers are entitled to expropriate the land required for the development when an 

amicable agreement is not possible (Norton Rose Fulbright, 2013). In this context, 

municipalities often resorted to obstructionism, for instance by purposefully ignoring the 

deadline for their evaluation of the project, to stall unwanted developments (RSE, 2012). 

In response to these tactics, developers routinely appealed any negative consent decision to 

the Regional Administrative Court (TAR), resulting in increasing costs for the tribunals 

and administrations (Cavicchioli, 2015). In turn, both retaliatory behaviours contributed to 

the longer-than-EU-average consenting process in Italy (RSE, 2012). 

To address these limitations, the government has increased its efforts to harmonise the 

various levels of public planning and authorisation procedures (Malandrino et al., 2017; 

MSE, 2017). Most notably, in 2010 the government introduced national guidelines on the 

consenting process with the express aims of simplifying the administrative process, 

increasing the certainty and transparency of administrative actions, and coordinating the 

competences of regional and local administrations (MSE, 2010a). As a result, the 

authorisation process has eased significantly (IEA, 2016) and is now almost homogeneous 

across the country. As stated in the above section, the growing emphasis on administrative 
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simplification was also confirmed in the most recent National Energy Strategy (2017), 

which suggests that in the future social acceptance considerations may affect future wind 

energy development more than economic incentives (MSE, 2017). In order to fully 

understand the importance of this shift, the following sections investigate the nature of the 

current decision-making process, and the opportunities for public participation it 

guarantees.  

5.4.1. The current consenting process for large-scale wind farm 

proposals  

Currently, different renewable energy technologies are evaluated through diverse 

consenting mechanisms that, as highlighted in Table 5.4 for wind energy, differ according 

to the size of the proposed project. For the purposes of this thesis, this section focuses on 

the Single Authorisation (Autorizzazione Unica) process currently in place to consent large-

scale wind farms.  

Table 5.4 Current authorisation procedure for wind energy plants (adapted from Regione 

Toscana, 2017). 

44. Wind farm type 45. Authorisation required 46. Procedure 

47. Single wind turbines less 

than 1.5 metres high and 

with less than 1 metre 

diameter 

48. Free activity  49. Written communication to 

the municipal authority 

before construction  

50. Plant capacity lower than 

5 kW if in accord with 

the PAER 

51. Free activity 52. Written communication to 

the municipal authority 

before construction  

53. Plant capacity lower than 

60 kw (except those 

categorised as free 

activity)  

54. Simplified Enabling 

Procedure (Procedura 

Abilitativa Semplificata, 

PAS) 

55. Present the PAS to the 

municipal authority 

56. Plant capacity above 60 

kw and less than 1 MW 

57. Single authorisation  58. Apply to the regional 

authority - Remediation 

and Authorisation Section  

59. Plant capacity above 1 

MW 

60. Single authorisation 61. Apply to the regional 

authority - Energy and 

Pollution Section  

The Single Authorisation process was introduced to concentrate the decision-making power 

in the hands of a single authority. While previous consenting procedures required the 

separate approval of multiple public entities (ECORYS, 2010; Kapman et al., 2015; Osti, 

2016), Single Authorisation requires only the approval of the regional authority or of the 

government body they appointed. While regional authorities have final responsibility for 

granting the final consent, they are required to convoke a Conference of Services/Services 
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Conference (Conferenza dei Servizi) to discuss the proposal with all the affected public 

administrations.  

Other than the applicant and the hosting municipalities, which are always invited, also 

invited to the Conference are all concerned administrations, including those who will 

perceive an impact linked to either the kind or the location of the proposal, including those 

linked to the interference with other public interest infrastructures, such as the local health 

units. Usually, regional authorities first convoke a preliminary investigatory Conference, 

which operates as a one-stop-shop procedure and allows all affected administrative parties 

to contextually examine the proposal. Affected administrations are the only entities allowed 

to cast a vote regarding the proposal, but operators of public services and the developers 

are also invited as affected parties. In an attempt to reduce the consenting process, the 

Single Authorisation also establishes fixed timelines for the accomplishment of each step 

(Figure 5.6). 

To expedite the administrative procedure, consent is considered the default position of all 

administrations. Any administration that, while invited, chooses not to attend the 

Conference is counted among those in favour of the proposal. This assigned preference in 

turn emphasises the enabling nature of the process and its desired outcome - the granting 

of the consent. It is often pointed out that regional authorities still need to obtain the consent 

of all the other administrations before granting or refusing a consent (ECORYS, 2010; 

Müller, Brown, & Ölz, 2011). While these arguments emerge from the formal obligation 

of regional authorities to convoke the Conferences, they ignore the fact that no local 

authority has veto power over the regional decision.  
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Figure 5.6 Single Authorisation timeline and main actors. 
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Figure 5.7 Environmental Impact Assessment timeline and main actors. 
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Further establishing the hierarchical nature of decision-making, the Legislative Decree 

127/2016 formalises the ‘principle of prevalence’, which emphasises the qualitative rather 

than quantitative nature of the regional authorities’ assessments (Presidente della 

Repubblica, 2016b). Significantly, the procedures for the Single Authorisation can only be 

suspended for the time necessary for the applicant to obtain the Environmental Impact 

Assessment (EIA), if this was attached to the initial proposal. The EIA, which is under the 

competence of a different regional administrative branch, has a similar structure to the 

Single Authorisation process as it is assessed through a Conference of Services, but is open 

to appeals (Figure 5.7). 

Both the Single Authorisation and the EIA procedures are set up to respond to the EU’s 

focus on public participation in environmental matters. A key difference between the two 

is the fact that the EIA cannot be the subject of appeals. The following section situates the 

Italian provisions for public participation during both these processes within the wider 

European context and assesses their underlying rationale in terms of the public participation 

literature (see Chapter 2).  

 

5.4.2 Public participation within the consenting process  

EU requirements have driven a significant increase in direct public participation 

opportunities in Italy (Lewanski & Ravazzi, 2017). Specifically, the EU Environmental 

Impact Assessment (EIA) Directive (85/337/EEC) shapes the opportunities for public 

participation during the consenting process for large-scale wind farm proposals (EC, n.d). 

In line with the EU directive, the Italian Legislative Decree 152/2006 on the regulation of 

environmental matters requires consenting authorities to facilitate early and significant 

opportunities to the public to participate in the decision-making procedures on 

environmental matters (Presidente della Repubblica, 2006, Article 24, paragraph 1). For 

large-scale wind farms, this requirement means that regional authorities need to publicly 

notify proposals on their websites and in their official journals, as well as in public notices 

in local newspapers, and by any other means they deem necessary. For a period of 60 days 

after this notification, all those interested are guaranteed access to the project and related 

documentation, including the environment study. These requirements echo those outlined 

in the United Nations Economic Commission for Europe’s (UNECE, 1998) Convention on 

Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-Making and Access to Justice in 
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Environmental Matters (Aarhus Convention), to which Italy was the first signatory. 

Furthermore, the requirements also support the Italian constitution’s protection of citizens’ 

rights to participate in the country’s political, social and economic planning (Governo 

Italiano, n.d., Article 3, Comma 2), as well as their right to deal directly with issues that are 

of common interest (Governo Italiano, n.d., Article 118).  

In Italian legislation, provision for public participation follows an ‘instrumental rationale’ 

(Fiorino, 1990), and is used to achieve three key objectives in relation to energy projects: 

collect information (Presidente della Repubblica, 2006); increase the transparency of 

administrative practices (Antonelli & Biondi, 2003); and reduce opposition to projects 

(MSE, 2017). These objectives, in turn, align with the two key aims of the EIA Conferences 

of Services: to ensure the transparent and exhaustive collection of all relevant information 

regarding the proposal; and to reduce litigation (Cassetta, 2011). In line with these 

objectives, Conferences can only be convoked once each administration has collected its 

public’s opinions and any additional information necessary for their assessment (Facchini, 

2011). The public can lodge their written opinions to regional authorities up to 48 hours 

prior to the first session of the Conferences of Services. If relevant, these opinions are then 

taken into account during the Conferences of Services and the regional authority is required 

to include an explanation on how the opinions have or have not affected the final decision.  

Currently, public participation in the Conferences of Services is limited to having access to 

information, lodging written submissions, and appealing the Single Authorisation results. 

Since these appeals deal with legitimate interests, according to the Italian Constitutions, 

they fall under the jurisdiction of the Italian Administrative justice34 (Silvestri, 2016). 

Hence, Single Authorisations can be appealed to the Regional Administrative Tribunal 

(TAR), and further to the State Council. On a case-by-case basis, these administrative 

tribunals assess the right of appeal by legitimising those seeking legal remedy as directly 

affected by the development (Consiglio di Stato Sez. VI, 2011). The prohibitive cost of 

legal action is a key challenge for Italian appellants (Pozo Vera, 2009) and also contributes 

to the framing of participants as wealthier and/or more strongly opinionated than those who 

choose not to appeal. This framing, which is commonly reported in the literature (e.g. 

Fiorina, 1999), and was confirmed throughout the interviews, is exacerbated in Italy by the 

 
34 The Italian judiciary system is divided into administrative and ordinary courts, which deal with 

administrative cases (legitimate interests), and civil and commercial cases (subjective interests), 

respectively (see Silvestri, 2016). 
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non-applicability of the principle of non-excessive burden in the judicial proceedings for 

environmental matters (Mastrodonato, 2015). While appellants can receive pro-bono 

assistance (Pozo Vera, 2009), this possibility does not fully address the high legal costs, 

which are mostly driven by the fees for lawyers and experts.  

Whether the general public has right to attend the Conferences of Services is at the centre 

of a heated debate (Caricasole & Algieri, n.d.), which has been fuelled by the lack of clear 

legislative guidelines on the matter (Facchini, 2011). In the legal literature, there are some 

indications that private individuals can participate in the Conferences (Facchini, 2011; La 

Conferenza di Serivzi, n.d.); however recent case law confirms that the onferences are 

limited to stakeholders of the public interest (Ciurca, 2016; La Conferenza dei Servizi, 

n.d.). Hence, the Conferences of Services remains a decision-making tool developed for 

public administrations, which are expected to assess and represent private, individual and 

collective interests. This case-by-case definition of the ‘concerned public’ hence creates 

the conditions for an inevitable degree of artificiality and controversy, as highlighted in the 

co-productionist literature (see Irwin & Horst, 2016; Marres, 2007; Turnhout et al., 2010).  

There is, hence, limited space for public participation in the decision-making process. This 

assessment was confirmed by both the interviews conducted for this research and a review 

of Tuscan and national databases on Environmental Impact Assessments. Specifically, 

these databases showed that only a minimal fraction of the submissions received by 

regional administrations are lodged by individuals. Further, participants in the research 

focused on the possibilities for public participation outside the formal consenting process, 

and in particular on the role of municipal authorities and pre-existing environmental 

organisations. The reported importance of these two actors confirmed the findings of 

government reports (e.g. Associazione Italiana Anti Corruzione [ANAC]35, 2011). In order 

to fully investigate the nature and the impacts of these actors, however, it is first necessary 

to situate them within the Italian historical approach to public participation. 

While historically Italy has enjoyed a strong civil society and social capital (Putnam, 1993), 

the country has a limited tradition of direct public participation (Cavicchioli & Garofalo, 

2014; Jörissen & Coenen, 1992; Lewanski, 2013, p.1; Lewanski & Ravazzi, 2017). Instead, 

participatory practices have traditionally been channelled through political parties (Casula, 

 
35 ANAC is the National Anti-Corruption Association. 
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2015) and trade unions. In the field of environmental protection, the first bottom-up, public 

participation initiatives in Italy emerged in the 1970s and were mostly used as oppositional 

instruments (Provedel, 2009) until public administrations started to channel them into top-

down practices (Lewanski & Ravazzi, 2017; Moini, 2012). As confirmed by previous 

research (see Adams & Hess, 2001; Lowndes, Pratchett, & Stoker, 1998), many public 

administrations initially strongly resisted calls for increased direct public participation due 

to an historical preference for expert evaluations over participatory verification, in part due 

to fear of losing power (Del Furia & Wallace-Jones, 2000). However, the recent political 

crisis (Casula, 2015), the general weakness of public trust in government (European 

Institute for Public Participation, 2009), and an increase in the public’s environmental 

consciousness (Balducci & Fareri, 2012) have contributed to growing demands for direct 

public participation, especially on matters of environmental protection. For instance, 

research carried out by the Italian National Institute for Environmental Protection and 

Research (ISPRA) in Apulia highlights widespread dissatisfaction with the clarity and 

transparency of the consenting procedures, and the amount and quality of information 

received (ISPRA, 2015a; 2015b). It is against this context of renewed interest in individual 

and direct participation that Tuscany launched its experiment with public debate.  

5.4.3 The Tuscan example  

Building on the region’s historical political activism, social mobilisation and social capital 

(Putnam, 1993), the Tuscan regional authority introduced Regional Law 69/2007 on Rules 

on the Promotion of Participation in the Formulation of Regional and Local Policies, and 

then renewed it in 2013 (Regione Toscana, 2019). The 2007 Law marked the conclusion 

of a process of ‘meta-participation’ (Bobbio et al., 2006), which sought to incorporate the 

key principles of deliberative theory, the French practice of ‘débat public’ (Lewanski, 

2013), and the logic of accountability (Alber & Valdesalici, 2015). Hence, Tuscany was 

among the few regions in Europe, and the first in Italy, to partially institutionalise public 

participation in the public sector, making it a routine practice (Pellizzoni, 2005; Fagotto & 

Fung, 2009). The regional authority was seeking to make decision-making interactive by 

framing public participation as a compulsory stage of the overall decision-making process 

(Alber & Valdesalici, 2015) through ad hoc legislation, funds and regulatory agencies 

(Lewanski & Ravazzi, 2017). While it remains unlawful to make the results of regional 

public debate binding, the Regional Law obliges institutions to take these opinions into 

account and to clearly state why they cannot be satisfied (Alber & Valdesalici, 2015). 
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Following the Tuscan example, other Italian regions36 adopted similar legislation, and then 

the Italian Legislative Decree 50/2016 on the Code of Public Contracts (Presidente della 

Repubblica, 2016a, Article 22) officially incorporated provision for public debate in the 

national legislature in 201737. The Decree required all projects valued between €200 and 

€500 million (according to the kind of infrastructure) to undergo four months38 of public 

debate at the expense of the developer. National, regional, provincial, and larger municipal 

authorities, as well as developers and Italian citizens (if they collect at least 50,000 

signatures) could also request the procedure to be initiated (Ministry for Infrastructure and 

Transport [MIT], 2017).  

The introduction of provision for public debate into the Italian national legislative 

landscape clearly highlights a renewed focus on public participation during infrastructure 

proposals. However, the Tuscan example shows that its impact on wind energy 

development is likely to remain exclusively symbolic. In the decade since its introduction, 

no Tuscan wind farm proposals have gone through the public debate procedure, despite a 

lower financial threshold. According to a senior employee in charge of public participation 

policies for the Region of Tuscany (personal communication, November 8, 2017), there 

was a twofold explanation for this lack of implementation. On the one hand, wind farm 

developers and local authorities considered the regular consultative practices as sufficient 

to ensure the public can take part in the decision-making process. This attitude can be 

viewed as pragmatic, since public debate was described as involving longer time frames 

and higher costs than a regular consenting process, while at the same time not excluding 

future litigation. On the other hand, and more controversially, the senior employee stated 

that citizens’ groups and most national environmental associations often preferred more 

‘antagonistic’ practices, such as litigation, to taking part in public debate. Finally, the senior 

employee also argued that by enabling broad participation by other citizens and 

stakeholders, public debate would compromise the position of such groups as self-

nominated representatives of the public concern, and as such was not sought. According to 

this interpretation, rather than being a shortcoming of the regional law, this lack of 

involvement was testimony to its inclusivity. In order to fully understand the truth of these 

 
36 Sardinia, Emilia Romagna and Umbria have also adopted similar legislation. 
37 Public debate was first introduced by Law 11/2016 which enforced EU Directives 2014/23/EU, 

2014/24/EU and 2014/25/EU on, among other matters, calls for tenders on energy. 
38 Three additional months are to be added to the time allowed for the planning and the debate, which can 

be extended for other two months. 
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comments, it is necessary to explore the role of organised opposition groups in shaping the 

debate around wind farm proposals from the point of view of decision-makers.  

5.4.4 Pre-existing environmental groups and local committees  

All participants in the research highlighted, with various degrees of frustration, that pre-

existing organisations dominated the debate around wind farms by routinely opposing 

every proposal lodged throughout the country. Most of this standing opposition came from 

environmental organisations: 

Some have a sectorial vision of the environment that contrasts with wind energy 

development, while others have a 360° vision of the environment (the ones that I truly 

consider environmental organisations, such as Legambiente, Greenpeace, and WWF) 

support wind energy at the central level. Then in their local chapters you often find 

someone who is against the proposal and that moves some small opposition. But, 

generally, the ones that oppose wind energy are LIPU that focuses on birds and Italia 

Nostra that focuses on landscape. Those who look at the bigger picture cannot oppose it. 

(Senior employee at F.E.R.A. for the Chianni wind farm, personal communication, June 

23, 2016) 

The statement clearly distinguishes the two key types of player in the Italian ‘green on 

green controversy’ (Warren et al., 2005) and reflects the sentiments of most participants in 

the research. In line with the position expressed by all local authorities’ employees and 

elected members that took part in the research, a senior employee at Region of Tuscany 

described the positions of these environmental organisations as set a priori rather than 

according to the specifics of each proposal (personal communication, April 27, 2018). 

These pre-existing opposition, hence, was based on the environmental organisations’ 

respective definitions of the concept of environment and their opinion regarding the 

national wind energy development strategy 

Participants focused mostly on those groups known for opposing wind farms and described 

them as purposefully escalating the already confrontational nature of the debate and 

fomenting local concerns to advance their respective organisational objectives (Elected 

member at Region of Tuscany, personal communication, June 27, 2016). For instance, 

participants in the research often highlighted the alignment of positions between hunting 

groups and environmental organisations over their concerns regarding the impact of the 

proposal on animal behaviour and migration patterns. This unlikely confluence of interests 

was in turn used to exemplify the ability of pre-existing interest groups and lobbies to 
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channel and co-opt local opinion around the proposals. Furthermore, participants in the 

research highlighted the relationship between national environmental organisations and 

local opposition committees. While the creation of local opposition groups and committees 

was a common response to most wind farm proposals, their emergence was reportedly 

rarely a local phenomenon.  

Generally, every committee born to oppose a wind farm proposal has local limbs, but 

national energy and brain. Those who locally oppose a plant […] tends to create a 

committee and find strength from both some local political and social forces and from 

firms, studies, professionals, and knowledge from regional, national or even 

transnational association and organisations (Elected member at the Municipality of 

Pontedera, personal communication, June 12, 2016). 

According to this commonly held interpretation, there was a mutually beneficial 

relationship between the two actors; local groups received technical and legal support, 

while national organisations received a local mandate and the opportunity to eventuate a 

pre-existing opposition. This understanding supports the framing of wind farms as objects 

of controversy embedded in ‘political situations’ (Barry, 2013), a framing which 

incorporates pre-existing conflicts and their effects on the proposal. The negative light in 

which these organisations and their interactions with the committees were described 

throughout the interviews seemed to indicate the decision-makers’ tendency to prefer 

individual over group participation. This apparent preference confirms views in the 

literature that the easily quantifiable nature of individual participation makes it a better tool 

to increase decision-makers’ claims for legitimacy, procedural justice and outcome fairness 

(Monno & Khakee, 2012).  

Yet, given their significant impact on the debate around wind energy, the presence of 

organised opposition groups also highlighted the limitations of reducing social acceptance 

to the sum of individual opinions and ignoring larger societal actors, such as environmental 

associations (Wolsink, 2000, 2013). Furthermore, this negative characterisation risks 

dismissing both opposition groups and environmental organisations, especially because it 

ignores the legislative system that has favoured their emergence and facilitates their 

operation. To paraphrase Marres (2005, p.208), Italian wind farm proposals sparked pre-

organised opposition groups into being by asking the public to engage, understand and 

formulate an opinion within a legislative framework that left limited space for direct, 
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individual public participation. In fact, the Italian regulatory framework clearly favoured 

group over individual positions (Cavicchioli et al, 2011), for instance by allowing 

environmental organisations to attend Conferences of Services, but not the general public. 

This legislative preference for representative participation over direct participation is 

particularly evident in the following examination of the role of municipal authorities.  

5.5. The role of local authorities in the consenting 

process 

Italian government reports identify municipal authorities as essential drivers of both local 

development (ANAC, 2011) and public consultation (RSE, 2012). During the planning 

phase, municipal governments can influence wind energy development through territorial 

statutes on energy. For instance, the municipality of Volterra officially banned wind and 

solar installations from its territory citing the historical value of its landscape. Furthermore, 

such instances confirm that the guarantees for public participation set out in the Italian 

constitution create opportunities for new forms of public participation (Provedel, 2009). 

For instance, some municipal authorities, such as Santa Luce and Montescudaio, adopted a 

pro-active role by calling for wind farm tenders after a phase of public consultation, 

including a local referendum.  

Despite not having veto power over the Single Authorisation, municipal authorities were 

also essential players in the wind farm consenting phase. For instance, in the late 1980s and 

early 1990s, they were often forced to represent local interests during wind farm evaluation 

processes due to a lack of regional and national participatory measures (Luciani, 1990; 

Pellizzoni, 1992). While more specific guidelines on public participation have been 

implemented since these first assessments, the Italian legislative tradition continues to 

frame municipal authorities as fostering the interests of their residents and ultimately 

representing them in regional administrative settings (Alber & Valdesalici, 2015). This 

framing is particularly evident in the structuring of the Conferences of Services (see Section 

5.4), which, by not allowing private citizens to attend, places the burden of representing 

their position on municipal authorities. In light of these considerations, municipal 

authorities were usually identified by participants in the research as the first point of contact 

for developers seeking to consult with the local public before lodging an application.  
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5.5.1 The role of municipal authorities 

Italian legislation recognises early public consultation between developers and local 

residents as crucial to the overall approval of the project, as it offers an opportunity to 

establish open debate at a stage when public concerns can still be addressed (Codegoni, 

2017). For instance, the Inter-Ministerial Decree, 10 September 2010 (MATTM, 2010) set 

specific criteria for developers to follow for involving the public in a communication and 

information process before the beginning of the consenting process. While the fulfilment 

of these criteria was not compulsory and did not affect the granting of the Single 

Authorisation, as the participants in the research stated, developers tended to follow them 

for their own self-interest. However, a senior employee at Region of Tuscany also argued 

that “if you haven’t done this initial step, there is no point in presenting your project to the 

regional authorities. … If you don’t have a basis for dialogue with the local institutions, 

there is no point in going forward” (personal communication, April 27, 2018). This position 

was also echoed in the comments by a member at the Municipality of Pontedera who 

affirmed “you can’t stay in paradise in spite of the saints” (personal communication, June 

12, 2016). These expressions suggested that the rationale behind developer-led 

consultations was the desire to increase local residents’ acceptance of the project. Hence, 

developers’ public communication strategies were generally recognised as a driving force 

behind the local public’s acceptance of wind farms (see also NIMBY Forum, 2017). 

Significantly, it emerged from the interviews that developers did not directly target the local 

residents. Instead, they were encouraged to engage with the public through the mediation 

of the relevant municipal administration. 

 The proponent interacts with the municipal institutions, because interacting with the 

citizens is limiting. Now, we always recommend that the developer conducts assemblies 

and other engagement practices to involve the public. But how many people show up to a 

meeting? Maybe 10, 20, 30, a limited number that doesn’t necessary represent the whole 

population. On the other hand, municipal authorities are elected by the majority of the 

citizens and represent a multitude of people who voted and have a right to be represented, 

despite not going to these meetings …. Sometimes it is hard to involve the whole local 

community. And this is a task for both the developers and for the municipal authorities, 

because ‘they know their chicken’, and can reach them more easily. (senior employee at 

Region of Tuscany, personal communication, April 27, 2018). 
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Wind farm proposals were understood and framed as matter of representative rather than 

participatory democracy. According to the above rationale, mediating public participation 

through the municipal authorities would lessen the ‘democratic deficit’ (Bell et al., 2005) 

of the decision-making process, based on the assumption that opponents of projects had 

comparatively more power to influence the final decision outcome than supporters. At the 

core of this approach was the assumption there was a ‘silent majority’ (Stephenson & 

Lawson, 2013) who supported wind farm proposals, but either chose not to vocalise their 

opinions or were silenced by the opposition. However, the research literature raises 

questions regarding both these assumptions (see Motosu & Maruyama, 2016) and 

highlights the tendency of proponents and institutions to use them to support their agendas 

(Dryzek, 1994).  

Furthermore, it was evident that the requirement for municipal authorities to mediate 

between their residents and both developers and regional authorities clearly limited the 

scale of public participation for those living within the municipal territory. Further, the 

responsibility placed on municipal authorities to represent their residents also meant they 

needed to set up additional municipal public participation opportunities beyond the 

legislated public consultations. This additional participatory requirement was outlined in 

Italian legislation that expressly authorised municipal authorities to introduce any practice 

they deemed necessary to widen residents’ involvement in local decision-making (Cassetta, 

2013). This situation was seen as justifying the widespread understanding that there is no 

ideal participation and that public administrations need to apply methodological pluralism 

to engage their citizens (da Fonseca, 2016). This understanding also implied that, at the 

municipal level, the intended scope of public decision-making represented a shift in focus 

from expert knowledge to public engagement, as by shaping and informing the municipal 

government’s decisions, residents were directly affecting and influencing both the proposal 

and its evaluation. Such a shift has long been advocated in the social acceptance literature 

(see Jami & Walsh, 2014) to increase transparency and justice. However, the Italian 

experience highlighted the limitations of this approach. Municipal participation was 

marked by significant variation in practice and outcomes due to a lack of guidelines for and 

oversight of the pre-consent consultation. Instead, national and regional strategies focused 

mostly on the aftermath of the wind farm approval process, such as class actions and 

appeals (Elected member at the Municipality of Pontedera, personal communication. June 

12, 2016). In the Province of Pisa alone, municipal participatory practices ranged from a 
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binding referendum in the municipality of Montescudaio39 to a simple requirement for 

community meetings in the Municipality of Chianni. Furthermore, their reported capacity 

to represent resident opinions and their final outcomes exhibited the same level of variation.  

On the one hand, for some municipalities, wind farm proposals proved to be an opportunity 

to re-frame public participation in the public sphere. For instance, as a result of their 

experience with the consultation for a proposed wind farm, the current energy plan for the 

Municipality of Pontedera had been introduced after a phase of public participation through 

‘intermediate bodies’ such as associations and committees. On the other hand, some 

municipalities failed to assess and represent their residents’ opinions and preferences. Of 

the five municipalities reviewed for this research, the municipality of Riparbella provided 

an emblematic example of how lack of communication between the municipal government 

and the public could affect not only the proposal, but also local politics. In this municipality, 

a political minority was able to use public discontent over the extent of the existing 

engagement strategies to force a local election. Their position was not shared by the 

majority of the population, as the minority candidates ended up losing the emergency 

election they had demanded. Their intimidating tactics during the election campaign 

reportedly tainted relationships between the municipality and the developer, between the 

residents and the wind farm, and ultimately between the residents and the municipal 

authority.  

The example of Riparbella helped explain the participants’ emphasis on ensuring an early, 

structured and transparent dialogue between municipal administrations and residents to 

ensure social acceptance. This understanding highlighted the dual and sometimes opposing 

rationale underlying municipal public participation opportunities. On the one hand 

municipal authorities sought to assess residents’ opinions so as to be able to represent them 

in the decision-making process. On the other hand, municipal authorities sought to 

convince residents to support the decision or position the authority had set. This duality in 

turn contributed to the framing of the debate around the wind farm proposals as a matter of 

local politics.  

 
39 Almost 68% of the participants in the referendum were in favour of the wind farms, a decision which has 

yet, however, to be realised due to constraints on the side of the developer (De Gregorio, 2007). 
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5.5.2 Local authorities and the framing of participatory practices 

From the answers given by all local authorities’ employees, elected members and industry 

member, it emerged that wind farm proposals were considered a matter of local politics and 

that municipal politics trumped technical assessments of the proposal.  

The evaluation of wind farm proposals is a very technical matter and as such a multitude 

of technical aspects are reviewed. But if the wind farm is not accepted by the local 

population, the wind farm is not going to get built. So, it is also a matter of local politics, 

absolutely. Local politics. Not in terms of left-wing or right-wing, but of in terms of local 

politics, you need to be locally accepted …. It could be affected also a bit by regional 

politics, for sure, but significantly by local politics (senior employee at the Region of 

Tuscany, personal communication, April 27, 2018). 

It is the political administration, rather than the technical personnel, who needs to address 

public concerns, because they are elected and as such they have a duty to communicate, 

debate, and reassure the public. …. They need to relate to the public on government 

matters, while the technical personnel are the ones that implement these decisions. We 

do what the politicians tell us to do. Of course, if the citizens need to know some 

technical aspect, in the strict sense of the world we give them to them, without any 

personal opinion. (Senior employee at Municipality of Riparbella, personal 

communication, May 24, 2016) 

There was therefore a clear understanding that representative democracy, linked to 

consideration so local politics, took precedence over technical assessments. However, 

underlying these statements was also the implicit preference for assessment based 

exclusively on technical expertise over those influenced by political constraints. This 

preference between the two approaches is particularly evident in the following comments, 

which explicitly suggest a divide between ‘good’ knowledge produced by experts and ‘bad’ 

knowledge produced through local politics and, implicitly, from local consultation.  

It became a political debate between those in favour and those against, between the political 

majority and minority. It was no longer a debate on whether the project was a good thing, 

but a matter of manipulation and exploitation (senior employee at the Municipality of 

Riparbella, personal communication, May 24, 2016). 

It’s the same for everything, at the beginning everyone agreed with the proposal, then the 

politics came into the picture. … This is a small community, when the municipal authority 

proposes something, the opposing politicians always try to hamper it. … So instead of caring 
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for the common good, it became a political struggle for its own sake, to make you look bad, 

to make you resign. They celebrated when the government fell, then they lost the election, so 

they weren’t even successful. (Elected member of the Municipality of Pontedera, personal 

communication, June 12, 2016).  

This approach exemplified a variation on the usual divide between expert and lay 

knowledge (see Eden, 1998), based on the shared understanding that wind farm 

development was inherently desirable and that all opposition was either misinformed or 

motivated by self-interest. Hence, these statements lean towards an institutional preference 

for decision-making approaches based on ‘calculating rationality’ (Sager, 1994) rather than 

politics and representative participation. To justify this preference, participants in the 

research often discussed how being considered a matter of local politics exposed wind farm 

proposals to political instrumentalisation. For instance, in Tuscany alone, several municipal 

elections had been fought around wind farm proposals.  

Many times, we have had a civic list40 as the main interlocutor, sometimes even civic 

list born to oppose the wind farm. … Sometimes, there is a change in the community’s 

position, or at least in a part of the community large enough to change the position of 

their local elected representatives …. If the authorisation has already been granted it 

remains valid, but since it’s a long process and needs to be done in collaboration with 

the local community, for the regional authority and for the developer is hard to work 

with a municipal authority that doesn’t agree with the choices of the previous one (Senior 

employee at Region of Tuscany, personal communication, April 27, 2018). 

These effects of changes in municipal government were particularly likely, as the wind 

farm consenting process at the time of the interviews lasted around three to four years 

(Senior employee at F.E.R.A. for the Chianni wind farm, personal communication, June 

23, 2016). According to all participants in the research, these changes in elected officials 

could have resulted from a shift in the local community’s understanding of the proposal, 

for instance due to new information becoming available. However, they were more often 

the result of the ability of local figures to exploit the project to achieve political gain. In 

this second instance, these figures initiated the shift in public opinion rather than emerging 

in response to it. Furthermore, as the Riparbella experience showed, these ‘agitators’ did 

not need to convince the majority of the public to support their position in order to be 

 
40 Civic lists (liste civiche) are lists of local candidates for municipal, provincial, and regional elections, 

who base their campaigns around local issues and are not affiliated to any national political party. 
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successful, but only a vocal segment. It also emerged from the interviews that, similarly to 

opposing environmental organisations, the ability of these political figures to hijack the 

democratic representative process was directly proportional to the inability of the municipal 

authorities to ensure the support of the local population for their decisions. These 

experiences can be defined as a variation on the ‘democratic deficit’ (Bell et al., 2005) in 

which the decision-making process could be jeopardised by a small but vocal minority of 

opponents. Hence, all participants in the research stressed the importance of negotiating 

community benefits to reinforce the municipal authority’s position.  

5.6 Public consultation outside the statutory process 

Throughout the interviews, negotiations over community benefits were framed as a key 

factor in shaping the municipal debate over large-scale wind farm proposals. These 

benefits, which were recognised as common municipal planning tools, often included direct 

recognition of the specific externalities of actions, such as tampering with public land. The 

institutional action frame (Schön & Rein, 1994) behind the reliance on this instrument was 

the wide-spread understanding that:   

Every installation, even the ones that produce clean energy, affects the landscape and 

the environment which, by definition, are common goods. The fact that a penny of its 

[wind farm] economic revenues comes back to the community through the municipal 

authorities is the mature and conscious expression of the marriage between 

environmental impacts that the public have to bear and direct and indirect economic 

benefits. (Elected member at the Municipality of Pontedera, personal communication, 

June 12, 2016) 

All participants in the research, hence, presented community benefits as a tool for 

increasing distributional justice and to offset two key reported public beliefs. First was the 

belief that banks and developers were the only ones to profit from wind farms (as confirmed 

by the results emerging in RSE [2011]). Second was the belief that, because wind is a 

common good that belongs to the local community, its exploitation should bring direct and 

concrete benefits to the territory (Cavicchioli & Garofalo, 2014). While this rationale 

echoed some of the recommendations of the social acceptance literature (see Cowell et al, 

2011; Wüstenhagen et al., 2007), Italian community benefits also emerged as extremely 

problematic. 
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Key informants confirmed previous assessments (see Cavicchioli & Garofalo, 2014) that 

compensatory measures had become the only driver of municipal authorities’ approval or 

rejection of wind farm proposals. For instance, one of the main reasons why the wind farms 

in Chianni and Santa Luce were not expanded was disagreement over the community 

benefits and compensation. This motivation was described as being at the core of the Italian 

‘community-benefit issue’, as debates around compensation risked downplaying 

community concerns and reducing public perceptions of procedural justice. For example, 

Italian empirical research showed that this excessive reliance on compensation could 

decrease public trust in the local authority’s willingness/capacity to represent their overall 

interests and ensure a satisfactory level of distributional justice (Mura & Strazzera, 2014). 

In turn, this focus could also contribute to the emergence of local public opposition, as 

Italian empirical research showed a direct link between public distrust of proposed projects 

and their perception of the consenting authorities as unwilling to implement extensive 

participatory practices (ISPRA, 2015a, 2015b).  

The ‘community-benefit issue’ was also accentuated by the lack of clear national or 

regional regulations on compensation measures, which had resulted in administrative 

ambiguity. Most notably, while the key Italian legislation (Legislative Decree 387/2003) 

clearly stated that the authorisation of renewable energy plants could not be subordinated 

to compensatory measures for the regions or provinces, it did not mention municipal 

authorities (Presidente della Repubblica, 2003). While this omission was mostly interpreted 

as an implicit acknowledgement of the municipal authorities’ right to negotiate community 

benefits, the ambiguity also created significant uncertainty and resulted in considerable 

variation in practice, and distortion and abuse (Fanetti, 2011). 

At the beginning nothing was written and hence everything was allowed …. Some 

municipalities took advantage of the situation, and we were installing new wind farms 

everywhere because everyone wanted in on incentives and royalties. At a certain point 

the central government, which was the promoter of these large-scale plants, was like 

‘we can’t strangle those who come to invest in Italy’. Hence, it made these provisions 

illegal by saying that nothing is due to the hosting municipalities, but this doesn’t forbid 

the establishment of some forms of agreement. Yet, the more the normative is stringent 

the better. (Senior employee at the Municipality of Riparbella, personal 

communication, May 24, 2016) 
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The comment clearly highlights the reported rationale of the Ministerial Decree, 10 

September 2010 (MSE, 2010b), which aligned Italy to EU standard practices and 

regulations (Fanetti, 2011). Yet, the introduction of stricter guidelines after such a long 

period of uncertainty also created significant challenges. For instance, in the municipality 

of Riparbella, the political minority used the ambiguity regarding the legality of the agreed 

convention to fuel public dissatisfaction and force the municipal government to resign. 

Notably, the Decree still allowed municipal authorities to receive compensation measures 

valued at up to 2% of the overall wind farm proceeds. However, it also established that 

compensation should be focused on the mitigation of project externalities, adoption of 

energy efficiency measures, launch of other renewable energy projects, and awareness-

raising campaigns for the clean energy transition. As a result of these provisions, most 

municipalities viewed the decree as limiting their bargaining power with developers 

(Caporale & De Lucia, 2015), resulting in collusion between local government and the 

industry at the expense of local communities (RSE, 2012). This interpretation was justified 

on the basis of several appeals lodged by developers to the civilian and administrative 

courts to renegotiate, annul or even reimburse the agreed compensatory measures (see 

Machina Grifeo, 2016; T.A.R. Puglia, 2016). These appeals and their sometimes-

contradictory outcomes prompted the National Association of Italian Municipalities 

(ANCI) to request a meeting with all involved ministries and bodies to reach a univocal 

interpretation of the validity of the agreements between municipalities and developers 

(Pellicanò, 2017). The interviews revealed that two key understandings were at the core of 

municipal dissatisfaction with the changes in the legislation around community benefits. 

First was the municipal authorities’ understanding that compensation was the only way to 

offset public concerns over the potential impacts of the wind farm on their prospects for 

tourism. Second was the municipal authorities’ understanding that the success of wind farm 

proposals was almost inevitable. Each point will be discussed in the following sections.  

5.6.1. Local authorities and public concerns 

In line with the international literature (see Jami & Walsh, 2016), Tuscan participants in 

the research reported that the local public was mostly concerned about the impacts of the 

proposed wind farms in terms of visual, noise and landscape amenity. Rather than simply 

expressing a personal aesthetic, as is often the case in the literature (see Woods, 2003), 

participants specifically framed these concerns as interwoven with economic interests. This 

particular qualification of public concerns highlighted the dependence of the Tuscan 
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economy in large part on tourism (Licini, 2017). Specifically, its hilly countryside was one 

of the key regional attractions (Regione Toscana, 2017) and ‘agriturismi’ - a form of farm-

stay that relies on its bucolic setting - was one of the most common accommodation 

offerings (Unicredit & Touring Club Italiano, 2017; Regione Toscana, 2017). The reliance 

on the visual environment was particularly evident in smaller, rural and more isolated 

municipalities, which argued “We only have the environment. We don’t have a seaside, nor 

the mountains, so and if we don’t pay attention to the environment people don’t come” 

(Elected member at the Municipality of Riparbella, personal communication, May 19, 

2016). According to this interpretation, any new project potentially affected not only the 

amenity value of the territory - its contribution to its citizens’ quality of life, but also its 

commodity value - its profitability as a product.  

Local administrations’ framing of residents’ concerns, hence, translated into the 

understanding that community acceptance of a proposal was inversely proportional to the 

touristic orientation of the territory (Elected member at Region of Tuscany, personal 

communication, June 27, 2016). The fact that the Mayor of Pontedera, an industrial town 

with a minimal touristic orientation, was the only participant not to describe strong public 

opposition to the project corroborated this assessment. Yet, it is hard to avoid tourism-

related concerns in the region.  

In the overwhelming majority of Tuscany, even if there is not a formally recognised 

scenic and environmental protection restrictions, surely there is a network of 

agriturismi, a flow of tourists, which may be not as strong as other areas, but it is still 

present. (Senior employee at Region of Tuscany, personal communication, April 27, 

2018) 

It was this framing of the territory as monetarised and commodified that made community 

benefits particularly appealing. Yet, this rationale also amplified the mismatch between the 

scale of the perceived impacts of wind farms and those entitled to compensation. In 

Tuscany, the landscape was generally conceived as a common resource that went beyond 

municipal borders due to the prevalence of areas with extensive panoramic views (Comune 

di Volterra, 2012). This meant that the impacts of wind farms on visual, noise and landscape 

amenities were felt by communities residing in several municipalities. For instance, field 

observations determined that all five wind farms were often just as visible from non-hosting 
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municipalities as they were from the hosting ones, and in some cases (e.g. Montecatini Val 

di Cecina) even more visible from a non-hosting municipality (see Figure 5.8).  

 

Figure 5.8 Overview of the town of Lorenzana and the Santa Luce wind farm (Author’s own, 

2017). 

Yet, only the hosting municipalities were entitled to community benefits. Hence, not only 

did compensation entitlements assign specific borders to the landscape, they also created a 

substantial mismatch between those affected and those compensated. This scalar mismatch 

had significant repercussions on relationships between neighbouring municipal authorities, 

especially in light of the financial crisis of 2008.  

 There was an informal agreement among the municipalities for the protection of the 

landscape. … The administration of Volterra was relying on ‘good neighbourliness’, 

on the understanding that we are at the centre of a landscape that has its own value 

… Instead, the first municipal authority that receives a proposal for a couple of 

turbines agrees to it (Senior employee at the Municipality of Monecatini Val di 

Cecina, personal communication, May 31, 2016). 
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We strongly disagree with those who wish to get rich on our backs. To keep alive 

our community and improve the services we offer, we decided to merge with other 

municipalities, sacrificing a part of as. We didn’t open the door to new revenue to 

be paid for and be a burden for the neighboring municipalities (Suggi, 2013, para. 

4). 

Similar comments reflecting disappointment and betrayal on the part of municipal 

governments located in proximity to a wind farm were also reported in local newspapers 

(e.g. Comune di Volterra, 2012). These contrasting opinions reflected how community 

benefits were differently framed by the various municipal governments. On the one hand, 

hosting municipalities framed community benefits as tools to increase the distributional 

justice of a proposal and the decision-making process. On the other hand, neighbouring 

municipalities often framed these measures as selling out a common resource for the benefit 

of a few, thus seeing them as a tool that decreased the distributional justice of the project. 

At the core of this latter framing was the understanding that, in a period of financial cuts 

and budgetary constraints, community benefits were an easy way to ‘make revenue’ 

(ANAC, 2011). This interpretation, hence, put the spotlight on the choices available for 

municipal authorities presented with a wind farm proposal and their perception of their 

ability to influence the final outcome.  

5.6.2 The knowledge divide  

It emerged from the case study that the second factor shaping municipal authorities’ 

reliance on community benefits was their common perception of the success of proposals 

as inevitable.  

These are a matter of public utility. The national law is the primary point of 

reference. They need to be built and the entrepreneur who invest is favoured, clearly 

in respect to environment protection, but it is still favoured (Senior employee at the 

Municipality of Riparbella, personal communication, May 24, 2016). 

If I block the proposal in my territory, but then the neighboring municipality has 

agreed to a row of 15, 20 of them which I can see from my municipality or coming 

to it, at that point, I might as well … it’s better to be able to have a well thought-out 

negotiation at least (Senior employee at Municipality of Chianni, personal 

communication, June 6, 2016). 
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It is evident from these comments that perceptions of the inevitability of development 

pushed municipal authorities to focus on negotiating community benefits, rather than using 

the proposals as an opportunity to re-visit the long-term environmental and economic 

sustainability of the territory. At the core of this fatalistic position was the fact that 

municipal authorities did not have veto power for Conferences of Services decisions 

(T.A.R. Campania, 2016). Regional authorities could, hence, approve the proposals despite 

municipal opposition. This lack of control over the final outcome was exacerbated by the 

fact that municipal authorities took regional support for the proposal as a given. 

Specifically, among the municipal participants, there was a general lack of trust in the 

willingness or capacity of regional authorities to fully consider the interests and concerns 

of the public, due their international and national commitments to renewable energy 

development.  

Often, the consenting process was perceived as bias towards wind farms:  

We want to know what evaluation have been done to authorise the wind farm already 

realised in Santa Luce. … I don’t understand why in our regulatory plan, the 

Superintendence41 has required the warehouses in the industrial zone to be painted 

red, and then the same administrative body, together with the others, allows the 

realisation of structure that permanently change the view of historical villages like 

ours and doesn’t even allow us to print a postcard without photoshopping them out. 

This is the ‘masterpiece’ authorised by those who protect the Tuscan landscape that 

allows many citizens to bring home the bacon. How could you not notice that those 

turbines would have ruined the town view? And now they announce an extension? 

Those turbines look like they are inside our streets, but the proposal never shows 

this angle. (Suggi, 2013, para. 4) 

Since the delegate from the Superintendence was the only attendee at the Services 

Conferences to have veto power over Single Authorisations (T.A.R. Lazio, 2013) and was 

tasked with the protection of the landscape value, the municipal authorities perceived 

Superintendence approvals as an act of betrayal. The lack of trust in the regional authorities’ 

willingness to assess the proposals without a political agenda helps explain Mastrodonato’s 

(2015) argument that the debate over who was entitled to take part in the services 

conferences was more relevant for wind farm proposals than for other infrastructures. This 

 
41 The Superintendence is the regional body of the Ministry of Cultural Heritage and Activities and 

Tourism (one in each region). 
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perception, in turn, increased municipal authorities’ sense of both frustration and 

abandonment, often resulting in a David-against-Goliath mentality.  

Municipal administrators often framed themselves as at a disadvantage due to the 

knowledge and resource divide between them and the developers. This disadvantage was 

perceived as increased by the fact that:  

At no point during the consenting process the municipal administration is assisted or 

guided on matter of economic proposals, which are left in the hands of the municipal 

authorities’ ability to negotiate with the developer … It is essential to seek professional 

advice that is able to counter a counterparty that is, for sure, stronger than us (and of the 

majority of the small administrations that face a similar plants), and that has law firms 

able to elaborate this sort of projects. Their economic frameworks, however, must be 

carefully assessed. …. Hence, the results depend largely on who assist the political 

administration in these negotiations (Senior employee at the Municipality of Montecatini 

Val di Cecina, personal communication, May 31, 2016). 

Municipal administrations cannot do it alone, unless they can rely on particularly 

organised structures. You have to rely on professional and specialised experts, otherwise, 

you risk being told a lot of nice and interesting things, which are hard to check. … The 

developers can easily overcome all the technical observations that you can make, 

because those behind these projects are extremely valid professionals and they are able 

to find a solution to every question you can raise. So, you definitely need to rely on 

external experts (Senior employee at Municipality of Chianni, personal communication, 

June 6, 2016). 

The existing literature also shows that because municipal authorities received no national 

or regional assistance in their negotiations with developers, they often faced significant 

challenges in addressing an issue as multifaceted as wind farm proposals (Cavicchioli et al, 

2011). Echoing other participants’ opinion, a senior employee at the Municipality of 

Chianni highlighted that these projects created a “desk of complex papers” full of technical 

details on matters with which most municipal technicians were unfamiliar (personal 

communication, June 6, 2016). Additionally, given the small number of staff in their 

technical offices – usually one of two technicians – there were limited opportunities to 

alleviate the pressure by brainstorming and burden sharing. Therefore, large-scale wind 

farm proposals often placed a significant strain on the involved municipality’s 

administrative and legal resources and contributed to the imbalance of power between 
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developers and administrations. In turn, this imbalance increased the risks of selling out the 

territory (European Parliament & Council, 2003), while the significant discretion allocated 

to local administrations favoured mafia infiltrations, especially in the South (Caneppele et 

al., 2013), and undermined public acceptance of the technology (Senior employee at 

F.E.R.A. for the Chianni wind farm, personal communication, June 23, 2016). 

In light of the above considerations, most senior employees and elected members at the 

municipal level welcomed the recent shift from both Tuscan regional authorities and the 

Superintendence towards a more cautious approach to new large-scale wind farms, and the 

renewed regional emphasis on landscape and environment protection (Regione Toscana, 

2015). This shift was perceived as driven by both municipal administration complaints – 

such as those from Volterra and Lorenzana (building surveyor at the Municipality of 

Monecatini Val di Cecina, personal communication, May 31, 2016), and the Tuscan 

region’s achievement of its 2020 renewable electricity target (Elected member at the 

Municipality of Riparbella, personal communication May 19, 2016). The shift was also 

aligned with the 2017 National Energy Strategy, which clearly stated that social acceptance 

considerations would affect future wind energy development more than economic 

incentives (MSE, 2017). Municipal participants welcomed this new national and regional 

course of action as a sign that local circumstances would have greater weight in the decision-

making process than in the past. Finally, since generous incentives and fragmented 

administrative practices often overshadowed considerations of community acceptance 

(Cavicchioli et al., 2011), this shift could also open new opportunities for public 

participation and move beyond negotiation of community benefits.  

5.6.3 The construction of the imagined public 

From a co-productionist perspective, the over-reliance on community benefits 

contributed to the perpetuation of an imagined NIMBY public that would oppose a 

project due to selfish motivations. In turn, this phantom actor reinforced the 

institutional framing of community benefits as the only way to address these egotistic 

concerns. Compensatory mechanisms, hence, perpetuated a vicious cycle that 

minimised public concerns, limited the possibility of open communication between the 

municipal authorities and the public, and reduced trust. This cycle also contributed to 

the emergence of organised opposition groups and committees, as they were more 

likely to appear where the population was taken by surprise by the municipal authority 
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decision (Senior employee at the Municipality of Monecatini Val di Cecina, personal 

communication, May 31, 2016).  

In line with this NIMBY explanation, local publics were also often described as not-

interested in participating in consultations with the municipal authorities. This 

disinterest was linked to the limited Italian participatory tradition, as described 

previously (see Cavicchioli & Garofalo, 2014; Jörissen & Coenen, 1992; Lewanski, 

2013:1; Lewanski & Ravazzi, 2017):  

The public does not come to the community meeting, generally we have the same 10, 20 

loud troublemakers, who are mostly against the project. … Citizens don’t have a 

participatory culture, yet. They don’t inform themselves, they listen to one voice and 

then another, they don’t come to the right places to collect information. Very few people 

came to the technical office to inform themselves on what the project entailed, and how 

realistic their expectations were (Senior employee at the Municipality of Riparbella, 

personal communication, May 24, 2016).  

Two key concepts are evident in this comment. First, the small population size of most 

hosting Italian (ANEV, 2016) and Tuscan (Regione Toscana, 2015) municipalities42 was 

perceived as playing an essential role in shaping the ‘democratic deficit’ (Bell et al., 2005) 

between a perceived silent majority that supported the project and a vocal minority that 

opposed it. Since “few people represent either a lot of nothing” (Senior employee at 

Municipality of Santa Luce, personal communication, June 14, 2016), opponents were 

often quantitatively easy to ignore in favour of the rest of the electorate. Yet, if they had 

considerable political capital and momentum, opponents could easily have a 

disproportional impact on the final municipal decision (Sejnior employee at F.E.R.A. for 

the Chianni wind farm, personal communication, June 23, 2016). Secondly, all participant 

in the research, with the exception of the environmental organisation’s employee, described 

the public as mostly ill-informed and easily impressionable by non-scientific and unofficial 

voices, such as organised opposition groups. Notably, these were the only characterisations 

provided of the public, as no other attributes, such as gender, economic status and ethnicity, 

were discussed. Rather the public was referred as ‘they’, a general and amorphous entity 

with which to authorities needed to interact.  

 
42 With the exception of Pontedera, the other municipalities investigated in this analysis had an average 

population of around 1700 residents. 
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This generic imagined public, hence, perpetuated the dichotomy between experts and 

technicians, on the one hand, and the public on the other hand. This dichotomy, which was 

rooted in the information deficit model and aligned with the international literature on 

public acceptance (see Blok et al., 2008; Fisher, 2000; Sunstein, 2002; Wynne, 1991), 

defined publics as incompetent, misguided, excessively emotional and value-biased, thus 

affecting their perception of the proposal.  

There is fear. … There is no proof that there is a diminution of the touristic revenues 

after the creation of a wind farm. This is not the problem. The problem is that the local 

economy worries and becomes concerned as soon as something that modifies the 

environment is proposed. The agritourist sector, for instance, is terrified of wind farms. 

… At the Tuscan level wind farms remain something new and they emerge in a context 

in which everything new that is proposed, not only wind energy, worries the population, 

maybe because we are aging, but these phobias remain extremely strong.’ (Senior 

employee at the Region of Tuscany, personal communication, April 27, 2018).  

By emphasising the failure of existing participatory practices to address these irrational 

public fears, local institutions also justified their over-reliance on community benefits, 

which they framed as the only satisfactory instrument for ensuring acceptance. 

Furthermore, this imagined public seemed to build on a wider understanding that Italian 

opposition to large infrastructure often reflected a struggle between the local and national 

levels of political life (Foley & Lönnroth, 1981), rather than a response to a specific 

proposal. This framing of public concerns as linked to the public’s irrational, unmotivated 

and unsupported fear of any new development in the territory was also present at the 

national level (see Codegoni, 2017). The pervasiveness of this interpretation was 

particularly relevant because wind farm proposals are a matter of local politics and using a 

NIMBY imagined public is a depoliticising move (Papazu, 2017). This imagined public, 

hence, reinforced the normative and autocratic assumption that these projects must be 

realised and that any form of contestation was simply an impediment to be overcome 

(Aitken, 2010; Owens & Driffill, 2008; Wynne, 2006).  

 

5.7 Summary 

Over the decade preceding this research, European legislation, nationally binding targets, 

and incentives and mechanisms had created the conditions for a significant increase in 
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Italian wind energy installations. Yet, the national consenting and planning frameworks 

proved unable to maintain the pace of this rapid development. As a result, most of the 

consenting and planning burden had fallen on the shoulders of local administrations, 

resulting in procedural variations and distortions of existing planning instruments. Together 

with a limited tradition of direct public participation, this fragmentation resulted in a 

consenting process that often overlooked public concerns in favour of stakeholder and 

institutional interests. Specifically, public concerns and open participatory processes took 

second place to regional authorities’ prioritisation of the achievement of their designated 

targets, municipal authorities’ preference for receiving community benefits, and the 

developers motivated by the generous incentives offered by the national government. In 

this context, regional public participation was clearly framed as an instrument to collect 

information and foster acceptability, rather than to facilitate open debate.  

The case studies offered significant insights into the capacity of municipal authorities to 

shape local public opinion and how the implementation of extra-legislative, top-down 

public participation opportunities contributed to the creation of specific publics and objects 

of participation. Most notably, the dual rationale of these municipal consultations resulted 

in a local politicisation of wind farm proposals, which favoured a representative approach 

to decision-making rather than a directly participatory one. This politicisation also allowed 

for the manipulation of wind farm proposals by local political interests and emphasised the 

role of community benefits as drivers of consent. In particular, because the municipal 

institutions understood the proposals as inevitable and, given the municipalities’ often 

difficult financial situations, community benefits were often framed as the only redeeming 

characteristics of the proposal.  

Yet, over-reliance on community benefits reduced opportunities for public participation at 

the municipal level. For instance, local community consultations were often framed as 

persuasion efforts rather than for information and opinion exchange. This approach risked 

alienating segments of the local public, whose concerns were trumped by the economic 

benefits, thus undermining their trust in the institutions. It also perpetuated a NIMBY 

understanding of the public, a depoliticising move that risked minimising public concerns. 

There were hence three key framing-related problems that this ‘benefit’ approach could not 

mitigate and, in some cases, exacerbated: the tension between being open to the wider 
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public and the ‘municipalisation’ of concerns; the blurry line between ‘mediation’ and 

‘persuasion’; and the tension between distributional justice and selling out the territory.  
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Chapter 6: Comparing New 

Zealand and Italy 
 

 

6.1 Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to use lessons learned from the two case studies to develop 

notions of co-production of public participation in the context of large-scale wind farm 

proposals. Underpinning the comparison of the two case studies is the conceptualisation of 

public participation as an on-going process where a variety of social and material elements 

interact and shape both each other and participation itself (Barad, 2007; Fraser, 2010). The 

relations between the actors involved in and excluded from the practices of participation 

are mediated through power dynamics (Swyngedouw, 2005) that reflect specific 

ideological, cultural and political characteristics (Bagchus, 1998; Hood, 2007; Sabatier & 

Mazmanian, 1980). Building on co-productionist science and technology studies (STS) 

(e.g. Chilvers, 2008; Chilvers & Longhurst, 2016), this comparison focuses on the 

emergence of mutually constructed (co-produced) subjects, practices and objects of 

participation within the New Zealand and Italian settings. Specifically, the following 

sections focus on the role of local authorities in these co-production processes to investigate 

the ways in which institutional framings affect the creation of participatory collectives. 

Hence, the chapter goes beyond the existing acceptance literature to provide a more 

complex understanding of the dynamics regulating participation in practice. The results of 

this analysis are summarised in Table 6.1 and further discussed throughout the chapter.  
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Table 6.1 Summary of the main findings emerging from the application of a co-productionist 

model to the Italian and New Zealand case studies. 

62.  63. Elements 64.  New Zealand  65. Italy 

National 

legislation 

Who sets the rules Centralised and 

institutional 

public notification 

Centralised and institutional 

public notification 

How the public 

can participate  

Written submission 

(hardcopy) 

Council hearings 

Written submission 

(hardcopy/online) 

Exclusion  Self-selection Self-selection  

Opposition  Some resistance to the 

framing of the model of 

participation 

Some resistance to the 

framing of the issue  

Co-

production 

Model of 

participation 

Invited and deliberative 

Direct participation 

 

Invited and informative 

Semi-representative 

participation  

Public  Local residents  

NIMBY (knowledge 

divide) 

Local residents 

NIMBY (self-interest) 

Large-scale wind 

farm proposal  

National significance 

Renewable electricity 

target 

Techno-managerial vision 

National significance 

Renewable energy target 

Political-managerial vision 

 

6.2 Setting the stage: wind energy development in 

New Zealand and Italy  

The New Zealand and Italian national governments have recognised renewables as an 

essential component of their respective energy strategies and set targets to encourage their 

development (Sections 4.3 and 5.3). Furthermore, wind energy in New Zealand could help 

reduce the pressure on the electricity grid without compromising the resilience of the 

country’s stand-alone electricity grid and, therefore, reduce the need to overbuild its 

electricity generation capacity with fossil fuels (Section 4.2). On the other hand, wind 

energy in Italy could help alleviate the country’ substantial dependence on electricity 

imports (Section 5.2.1), if existing grid limitations are overcome (Section 5.2). Since both 

countries had abundant wind energy resources, the technology played a significant role in 

accelerating renewable energy uptake (Sections 4.2 and 5.2), which increased substantially 

in the mid-2000s and early 2010s (GSE, 2018; IEA, 2017b). In both instances, this growth 

was achieved in the absence of comprehensive national strategies coordinating efforts to 

phase-out fossil fuel plants and technology-specific targets. However, New Zealand and 
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Italy each adopted dramatically different strategies to promote wind energy growth. In New 

Zealand, market forces were the main driver of increased wind energy installation 

(BusinessNZ Energy Council, 2015; MBIE, 2015b) due to the country’s lack of strong 

regulatory policies, incentives or public support mechanisms for renewables (Palmer & 

Grinlinton, 2014; REN21, 2015)43. On the other hand, in Italy, generous incentive 

mechanisms drove significant investment in the wind energy sector (IEA Photovoltaic, 

2017), which directly increased new installation rates (EEA, 2017).  

Among the multitude of factors that resulted in the adoption of these different approaches 

to renewable energy promotion, the policy and document analysis conducted for this 

research put the spotlight on the countries’ different energy cultures (Sections 4.3.1 and 

5.2.1), existing renewable energy portfolios (Sections 4.2 and 5.2), and energy governance 

traditions (Sections 4.3 and 5.3). The interactions among these factors perpetuated different 

levels of commitment (or lack of thereof) for the energy transition. In New Zealand, the 

fact that renewables have long accounted for more than half of the country’s electricity 

generation, together with a preference for laissez-faire energy governance, hindered central 

government’s sense of urgency toward energy transition (Sections 4.3 and 4.3.1). On the 

other hand, in Italy, an historical culture of ‘energy emergency’ (Osti, 2016, p.253) and 

binding EU targets prompted the introduction of a number of legislative and policy 

mechanisms to foster rapid wind energy growth, including generous incentives (Sections 

5.2.1 and 5.3). Furthermore, the early achievement of the 2020 renewable energy target in 

Italy coincided with a substantial weakening of the incentive mechanisms for new 

installations and a resulting stalling of new installations (Section 5.3.1). This slowdown, 

hence, helped highlight the links between urgency, policy action and resources.  

The rapid growth of wind energy was met with similar substantial local public concern and 

opposition in both New Zealand and Italy. Key public concerns were linked to the impact 

of these projects on landscapes perceived as having significant cultural, aesthetic and 

ecological importance (Graham et al, 2009; Laviscio, 2017). To highlight the conflictual 

nature of these proposals and building on the concepts of ‘green-on-green controversy’ 

(Warren et al., 2005) and ‘monsters’ (Smits, 2006) discussed in Chapter 2, the research for 

this thesis proceeded according to the understanding of large-scale wind farms as 

 
43 For instance, low prices of carbon credits have not been able to incentivise large upswing in renewables. 

Despite the presence of this market-based public policy instrument, hence, New Zealand lacks stronger 

command and control tools seen in other countries. 
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‘sustainability monsters’, in other words energy transition technologies that encompass 

mutually exclusive categorisations, ethical dilemmas and moral imperatives. 

Environmental monsters blur the line between different sources of knowledge as well as 

between alternative forms of environmental ethics. For instance, wind energy development 

is often framed as a moral imperative (Dyer, 2013) due to its contribution to a long-term 

and inclusive solution to the energy dilemma (Matson & Carasso, 1999). Yet, its uneven 

costs and benefits distribution (Kimmins, 2001) raises questions regarding environmental 

justice and distribution trade-offs. This definition, in turn, emphasised the growing interest 

in how consenting processes could reconcile these conflicting ideas around the hierarchy 

of various dimensions of wind energy (see Hastik et al., 2015; Ohl & Eichhorn, 2010), their 

effects (see Marshall, 2018) and their scales.  

6.2.1 The multi-level governance of wind farms  

Both the New Zealand and Italian governments had introduced legislation to decentralise 

the governance of wind energy to increase its ‘institutional fit’ (Ostrom, 2007, 2010; 

Young, 2002; 2008). The case studies revealed that in both countries, smaller units of 

government were responsible for land use decisions through releasing permits that sought 

to balance local priorities with supra-local mandates and policies. Similarly, at the 

consenting stage, local administrations had to reconcile two equal but opposing national 

priorities. On the one hand, their respective legislations recognised the national significance 

of wind energy and required decision-makers to have special consideration for the national 

benefits. On the other hand, the respective national governments also acknowledged the 

impacts of wind farms on the local environment and required decision-makers to ensure 

their mitigation through a case-by-case approach. This approach hinged on the generally 

accepted argument that, through being closer to their electoral communities, local 

governments have a better understanding of community preferences and concerns (Oates, 

2005) and of the local territory. However, the New Zealand and Italian trade-off decision 

frames (Pralle, 2006; Pralle & Boscarino, 2011) turned the spotlight on the different politics 

of scale at play in the two countries.  

In New Zealand, territorial and regional authorities were responsible for the evaluation of 

different aspects of the proposal (Section 4.5). While the councils often cooperated with 

each other, each was responsible for their own evaluation of specific environmental 

impacts. Furthermore, their respective decisions were equally necessary to adjudicate the 
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proposal. Building on Dardanelli’s (2008) definition of the elements of decentralisation, 

New Zealand regional, district and city councils had equal levels of institutional and 

decision-making autonomy. Since all had the necessary institutional structure to establish 

their own preferences regarding the consent and the legal power to act upon these 

preferences, cooperation was key to avoiding duplication and conflict (Section 4.5). In 

contrast, in Italy, as part of the country’s efforts to simplify its burdensome administrative 

sector (Section 5.4), only the regional authorities had the necessary institutional and legal 

autonomy to formulate their binding preferences regarding wind farm proposals. At the 

lower level, Italian municipal authorities only had institutional autonomy to formulate their 

preferred outcome for the proposal as they lacked the decision-making autonomy to see it 

through.  

These findings partially contradict Barry’s (2001) argument that wind farms force 

governments to operate in relation to the specific zones created by the proposal, rather than 

pre-defined territorial boundaries. Instead, the Italian central government delegated the 

consenting process to local authorities that had jurisdiction over a larger territory than that 

affected by the proposal, and only included provisions for the inclusion of more than one 

consenting authority in the case of cross-border proposals. This approach highlighted the 

difficulties of matching wind farm governance with the scale of their impact, but also 

emphasised that consenting processes remain shaped by existing territorial and 

jurisdictional boundaries.  

The comparison between the consenting processes of Italy and New Zealand for large-scale 

wind farms demonstrated the artificiality of institutional selection of evaluative criteria. 

This finding confirmed previous reports in the literature, as highlighted in Chapter 2 (e.g. 

Irwin & Wynne, 1996; Stirling, 2008), and emphasised the contextual and performative 

nature of these selection processes. These characteristics were highlighted by the fact that 

the two countries enforced different assessment pathways despite having similar legislative 

frameworks. Specifically, legislation in both countries primarily sought to facilitate wind 

energy development (Sections 4.4 and 5.4). However New Zealand adopted a technocratic 

and managerialist vision (Section 4.6.3) in which the technical experts are in charge of 

management and control of the assessment. Instead, Italy implemented a techno-political 

approach (Section 5.6.2), where technical assessments offer the background for political 

priorities and considerations. While not formalised in the respective legislation, these 

visions shaped the ways in which the respective local decision-makers engaged with wind 
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farm proposals to establish standard practice. The New Zealand approach required local 

authorities to keep their distance from the public, higher governmental bodies and the 

developers, to reinforce the notion of wind farms as technical matters. This requirement 

allowed New Zealand council employees to not feel pressured to contribute to the 

achievement of the national renewable electricity target and be able to claim they assessed 

proposals solely on the basis of their professional expertise. This separation, in turn, 

perpetuated the image of wind farm proposals as technical matters.  

In contrast, the Italian employees and elected members highlighted that technical 

evaluations, while institutionally favoured, were often overshadowed by regional and 

municipal political considerations (Section 5.6). Reportedly, in Italy, binding regional 

commitments to energy transition made it extremely likely regional authorities would 

consent to the proposal, while municipal political machinations often shaped the consenting 

process and fuelled local opposition to the project. The different approaches in the two 

countries highlighted that implementation factors could contribute to either reinforcing 

legislated institutional preferences (New Zealand), or creating an alternative modus 

operandi (Italy), that operated within the established framework.  

These visions thus resulted in standard practices that contributed to the marginalisation of 

other forms of knowledge, framings and perspectives that have been described in terms of 

‘overflows’ (Callon et al., 2009). In New Zealand, segments of the public reportedly called 

for council authorities to represent the public’s preferences in the decision-making process 

(Section 4.5.1). In Italy, these overflows were evident in the emergence of organised, 

national opposition groups who challenged the definition of wind farms as compatible with 

the landscape (Section 5.6.1). These contextual spillovers highlighted how different 

framings of both the proposal and the consenting process were in constant coexistence 

within the legislated mechanisms, but also competed to change institutional preferences, 

either outside (New Zealand) or within (Italy) the formal consenting procedures.  

6.2.2 The use of expert knowledge in the decision-making process 

The different approaches to decision-making also translated into different roles for external 

experts. In New Zealand, they were considered essential to the evaluation of proposals and 

were often employed by councils to assess aspects of the project and/or to drive the consent 

process, especially in cases of a conflict of interest or lack of in-house capabilities (Section 

4.5.5). On the other hand, in Italy, their role was twofold. At the regional level, experts 
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provided assessments to inform the region’s political decision-making, while at the 

municipal level they helped overcome the lack of in-house capabilities for evaluating the 

economic value of the project, and in negotiating community benefits that could reinforce 

the stance of the government (Section 5.6). Despite these different practices, participants 

in the research from the two countries all shared the axiomatic assumption that experts were 

to be relied on due to their expertise, which made them impartial, and therefore participants 

sought to put the expert assessments at the centre of the decision-making for consents. This 

institutional preference for what Sager (1994) has defined as a ‘calculating rationality 

approach’ to decision-making, however, risked masking an additional key rationale for 

councils’ reliance on and preference for expert knowledge.  

To use Boswell’s (2008) categorisation, both countries used expert knowledge to validate 

their policy-makers’ preferences over issues open to political contestation. Furthermore, 

New Zealand combined this validating rationale with an instrumental one, as local 

authorities used expert knowledge to facilitate the sustainable management of the 

proposals. On the other hand, in Italy, the use of expert knowledge was often due to its 

symbolic value and its ability to provide credibility to regional and municipal political 

decisions. These different uses, hence, highlighted how the ramifications of institutional 

visions for the proposals affected and were affected by all aspects of the consenting process. 

These differences also highlighted the paradox between attempts to validate the decision-

making process by quoting neutral expert knowledge, while contemporaneously using it 

for non-neutral, techno-managerial or techno-political objectives. Furthermore, since the 

respective institutions’ beliefs about the object of governance mediated the effects of public 

participation (Cornwell et al., 2013; MacArthur, 2015, Marres, 2007), these different 

institutional framings also dictated the ways in which the public were able to engage with 

the consenting process. 

6.3 The two models of participation  

As with most democracies (see Armeni & Anker, 2020; Chilvers et al., 2018), New Zealand 

and Italy institutionalised the right of groups and individuals to take part in environmental 

management. The countries provided similar opportunities for invited, top-down 

consultative participation in the form of public notifications and the possibility for the wider 

public to lodge written submissions with decision-makers (Section 4.4 and Section 5.4.2). 

Each case study also guaranteed third-parties’ appeal rights, hence, providing an 
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opportunity for the public to have the resource consent decisions reviewed by independent 

review bodies. These rights reflect each country’s specific relationships between 

representative government and individuals’ political and property rights (Willey, 2006). 

Third parties’ appeal rights are intrinsically interconnected with participatory rights. 

However, international examples show that substantial reforms are often necessary to 

ensure that these opportunities can empower citizens to participate meaningfully and 

substantially (Leitch 2015). Rather, these rights often remain a legislative tool to ensure the 

respect of the rights of participation and access to information, rather than an embodiment 

of these rights (Armeni & Anker, 2020). In line with this perspective, in both countries, 

third party appeals appeared as an adversarial stage at which the affected public could 

exercise their right to have an impact on wind farm development (Section 4.4. and section 

5.5.2). This framing, in turn, created a neat distinction between public participation during 

the resource consent and appeals after it. The distinction also reflected their different 

rationale: participation during resource consent was a cooperative tool seeking to increase 

procedural justice by collecting information; appeals were a mechanism put in place to 

ensure public access to environmental justice, but remained adversary in nature.  

From the analysis of both countries, one of the key rationales for the inclusion of 

participatory opportunities during resource consent evaluation was to favour knowledge 

exchange. The main mechanisms to foster this exchange were public access to information 

and the review of their submission (Section 4.4 and Section 5.4.2). This approach meant 

that these ‘communicative models’ (Fung, 2006) required only a moderate level of 

participant investment, knowledge and commitment. For instance, in both countries, the 

public was given no influence over decision-making during the notification stage and only 

limited, indirect influence during the submission stage. Within this common base, the two 

case studies confirmed that the institutional framing of the proposal dictated the forms of 

engagement possible around them (Marres, 2007). 

The two case studies showed that while New Zealand implemented a direct participation 

approach, in Italy the direct participation approach guaranteed in the legislation was 

overshadowed in practice by representative practices. This difference was particularly 

evident when considering opportunities for face-to-face communications between local 

decision-makers and the public. In New Zealand, all submitters could further engage in the 

standard consenting process by presenting their positions in front of council committees. 

This stage required a substantially higher level of participant investment in terms of 
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knowledge and commitment than the submission phase (Section 4.5.1). However, by being 

open to the wider public, these additional opportunities were identified as essential to the 

public perception of transparency, as well as reducing misunderstandings and the number 

of appeals (Section 4.4). Integrating these conclusions with the Italian and extant literature 

(e.g. Del Furia & Wallace-Jones, 2000) highlighted two key arguments.  

First, exclusion from direct face-to-face participation in the decision-making process could 

push the public to display opposition outside legislated participatory channels. For instance, 

the Italian legislative system did not make provision for these opportunities. Instead, it 

recognised extant environmental organisations as the key voices for public concerns 

(Section 5.5.2). For example, these organisations were granted access to the Conferences 

of Services, while access was denied to the general public. Partially as a result of this 

legitimation, Italian participants in the research argued that pre-organised wind-farm 

opposition groups and environmental organisations had the ability to catalyse local public 

debate (see Section 5.5.2). On the other hand, while there was a network of opposition 

groups throughout New Zealand (Stephenson & Ioannou, 2010), none of the New Zealand 

participants reported the presence of such organisations as critical and only commented on 

the creation of ad hoc groups to oppose a specific wind farm and/or appeal its consent, 

mostly for financial reasons. The comparison, hence, highlighted the importance of 

guaranteeing opportunities for face-to-face communication between local decision-makers 

and the public to the emergence of alternative channels for public influence over the 

assessment process.  

Second, the two case studies also suggested that the more the public was able to take part 

in the decision-making process independently and personally, the less sub-regional 

authorities were expected to represent public opinion to the decision-makers. In New 

Zealand, none of the local government employees reported feeling pressure from the public 

to represent their points of view. Instead, they sought to pursue super partes, technical 

investigation of the proposal (Section 4.5). On the other hand, all Italian municipal 

participants reported experiencing pressure to mediate not only between the public and the 

developers, but also between the public and the regional consenting authorities (Section 

5.6.1). Hence, in line with the Italian participatory tradition, which had long relied on 

political parties and unions to convey public concerns (see Clark, 1994; Del Furia & 

Wallace-Jones), opportunities for direct participation (written submissions) were 

overshadowed by the representative role played by municipal authorities. These two 
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approaches thus confirmed that technologies of engagement reflected and shaped the 

selected model of participation (Chilvers & Longhurst, 2016). New Zealand’s preference 

for a direct, deliberative participation model and Italy’s for a delegated, consultative one at 

once responded to and perpetuated two different strategies to achieve the desired 

institutional vision through these practices.  

6.3.1 The rationales for public participation  

Both New Zealand’s Resource Management Act (RMA) 1991 and Italy’s Legislative 

Decree 152/2006 on Environmental Matters followed an ‘instrumental rationale’ (Fiorino, 

1990) for public participation. Both pieces of legislation mainly focused on ensuring the 

collection of all relevant information, increasing the transparency of the process, and 

reducing litigation through public participation (Section 4.4 and Section 5.4.2). Hence, 

underlying this shared rationale was the understanding that the scope of participation was 

limited by the institutional framing of wind farms as nationally significant and beneficial 

projects that should be implemented unless their impact on the affected territory was 

assessed to be too high. Throughout the documents reviewed, ensuring an open and 

empowering consenting process was never presented as the main aim of participation. 

Instead, these practices were framed as among the tools necessary to achieve sustainable 

development while reducing the dysfunctional nature of the process. 

In both countries, the implementation of public participation was linked to the generally 

held understanding (see Walkers et al., 2014) that these practices could reduce the 

perception of winners and losers. The comparison revealed the shared institutional belief 

that increasing the public perception of outcome justice - the public acceptability of the 

consenting decision -was extremely unlikely. Instead, invited public participation focused 

on increasing the public perception of procedural and distributional justice. Institutional 

engagement with key stakeholders therefore showed an attempt to shift the community’s 

focus from the project and its consent to the modalities of the decision process, which in 

turn could contribute to the overall acceptability of the decision-making process. To 

achieve this objective, the two countries prioritised different forms of justice. New Zealand 

focused on procedural justice - the public’s expectations for the decision-making process 

to be open, transparent, and based on honesty and unbiased information (Gross, 2007), 

while Italy emphasised distributive justice - the public’s expectations for the costs and the 

benefits of the proposal to be fairly distributed (Cowell et al, 2011; Wustenhagen et al., 
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2007). While the prioritisation of these complementary forms of justice was understood as 

information-dependent and likely to change over time and according to context (Simpson 

& Clifton, 2016), their presence also contributed to the co-production of participation, the 

role of the decision-makers, and ultimately the public. 

The emphasis on procedural justice in New Zealand’s legislation reflected the country’s 

techno-managerial approach to consenting processes, the legitimacy of which rested on the 

community’s perception of decision-makers as rational actors. To paraphrase Roy et al. 

(2007), New Zealand embraced a scientisation of decision-making, understood here as the 

growing reliance on advice provided by professional actors and based on scientific 

knowledge, claims, and assessments. This approach allowed decision-makers to build 

consensus over their decisions by claiming that theirs were the only techno-scientific 

options. Decision-makers’ expertise was hence presented as a synonym for credibility and 

neutrality, with public participation portrayed as a tool for collect all relevant and 

scientifically sound information for decision-makers to assess impartially. This approach 

required a significant level of public trust in the institutions’ willingness and ability to use 

information to take the best decision in the interests of the community, while it also risked 

justifying the reduction of participatory opportunities in the name of simplification and 

facilitation (Sections 4.4 and 4.5.1).  

While the Italian case study exhibited similar attempts to promote the scientisation of the 

consenting process, the participants in this research highlighted the predominance of local 

political considerations over this preferred approach. Participants in the research 

emphasised the essential role of municipal authorities in negotiating community benefits 

on behalf of the residents. This role was framed as essential to managing the distributional 

conflicts related to wind farm siting by increasing community perceptions of a 

redistribution of the economic benefits gained by the developers (Section 5.6). While this 

aim aligned with the international literature on this issue (e.g. Gallagher et al, 2008; 

Jacquet, 2015), the Italian case study also demonstrated that, when mediated through 

municipal authorities, these processes required a significant level of public trust in the 

institutions’ willingness and ability to act in the best interests of the whole local community. 

This trust, in turn, was linked to the accountability of the municipal authorities, through 

local elections and local political dynamics, and their ability to engage with the community 

outside legislated opportunities for public consultation. In this context, municipal public 

participation was therefore mostly a tool to reassure the public and to prove the decision-
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makers were acting in good faith. The risk with this approach, however, was that the 

regional authorities’ political support for wind energy and the municipal authorities’ need 

for economic benefits could limit the space for and impact of open public participation 

(Section 5.6.1). The comparison between the two case studies, hence, highlighted how trust 

was at the same time a key factor for the success of efforts to increase procedural and 

distributional justice, and one of the desired outcomes.  

6.3.2 Extra-legislated public participation and the role of experts 

The different participatory models of the two countries affected the role of local 

administrations during extra-legislated participation outside the consenting process. Across 

all interviews, consultation between the developers and the public before the beginning of 

the consenting process was considered essential to fostering community acceptance of the 

project. Hence, the case studies (Sections 4.5.5 and 5.6.2) supported the argument that 

wind-farm developers engage in community consultations to transform dysfunctional 

conflict over wind farms into a functional debate. Yet, this stage was also left significantly 

unregulated in both countries. These voluntary and optional practices were mostly driven 

by the applicants as they sought to explore any negative initial public perceptions of a 

project, so they could address them, or at the least use the knowledge to inform their 

consenting application. This was particularly evident in New Zealand, where developers 

negotiated directly with the public regarding community benefits, while councils excluded 

themselves from these negotiations to maintain their neutral stance (Section 4.6). On the 

other hand, while Italian regional authorities adopted a similarly detached strategy, the 

country’s municipal authorities were highly involved at this stage (Section 5.6). Since they 

were the actors negotiating the community benefits with developers, once an agreement 

was reached, the Italian municipal authorities were as invested in its promotion as the 

developers and used these compensatory tools to increase resident support for their 

decision. This approach, in turn, reinforced the view of wind farm proposals as technical 

matters in New Zealand and as political matters in Italy (Section 6.3). 

6.4. The public and the proposals  

From the empirical research conducted, visual impacts emerged as the main reasons behind 

community opposition to wind farm proposals in both New Zealand (Section 4.5.2) and 

Italy (Section 5.6.1). In New Zealand it was possible to confirm this assessment through 

the review of the submission lodged to the Waikato District Council, which also highlighted 
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community’s emphasis on noise and vibration considerations. A similar analysis was not 

possible in Italy, as submissions were not made available by the consenting authorities. 

Therefore, existing literature, newspaper articles, and municipal records were reviewed to 

gauge public opinion on the matter.  

The participants’ presentations of visual impact as the main aspect public concerns was 

different in the two countries. Italian participants in this research explicitly linked these 

concerns to the public’s sentimental and economic connection with their territory and, in 

particular, its commodity value. Hence, Tuscan local authorities considered local public 

acceptance of a proposal as inversely proportional to the touristic orientation of its hosting 

territory. While New Zealand participants reported a similar link between touristic 

activities and opposition to wind farm, this connection was not particularly 

overemphasised. Across the New Zealand interviews, it was impossible to trace a direct 

correlation between the touristic orientation of the territory and the local public acceptance 

of the proposals. Rather, the communities’ responses to each proposal differed according 

to landscape qualities, including natural, historical, cultural and amenity values 

(Stephenson & Ioannou, 2010) and to local specific circumstances or to the procedural 

format chosen for its assessment (Section 4.5.1). 

Social acceptance literature suggested that the higher the place attachment - the identity 

and meanings that residents draw from their surrounding landscape (Hall et al., 2013) - the 

higher the extent of perceived impact on the local landscape (Devine-Wright, 2009; 

Devine-Wright & Howes, 2010). The interviews’ accounts of public concerns offered a key 

starting point for a comparative case study analysis of the relationship between the New 

Zealand and Italian public to their respective territories. This comparison would be 

particularly interesting as both countries relied extensively on tourism connected to their 

environmental features that would be altered by large-scale wind energy application 

(Sections 4.5.2 and 5.6.1). Furthermore, in both instances, the respective territory vocations 

were often intrinsically linked to their community identity. A potential key difference could 

be the fact that while most of the proposed wind farm locations have a farming vocation, it 

was livestock in New Zealand and crops in Tuscany. These reflections over the relationship 

between the affected publics and the territory also played a significant role in the 

interpretation of how local authorities contribute to the co-production of the imagined 

public.  
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6.4.1 The construction of the imagined public  

The New Zealand and Italian case studies showcased how large-scale wind farm proposals 

acted as a catalyst for the reconfiguration of not only the affected territory but also of its 

social capital. Hence, it was particularly relevant to observe that some of the participants’ 

observations regarding the participants in the decision-making process were derivative of 

a NIMBY explanatory mindset. This is not to say that the publics exhibited these 

characteristics, rather that local authorities often resorted to this pervasive model of 

categorisation to define them. This finding confirmed how public policy debates were still 

imbued with NIMBY explanations (see also Burningham et al., 2015; Papazu, 2017; 

Wolsink, 2012), even though the academic literature had long rejected them (see Ryghaug, 

Skjølsvold, & Heidenreich, 2018; Section 2.5.2).  

In both countries, the imagined public was presented as an amorphous entity that lacked 

specific recognizable attribute of gender, age, cultural identity, ethnicity, etc. (Section 4.5.6 

and Section 5.6.3). The only notable features of these imagined public were marginal 

considerations of class, which, in both countries, were framed in terms of reflections over 

individuals’ occupation, education, and disposable income. This omission appears 

particularly relevant in New Zealand, where the inclusion of Māori’s rights in environmental 

management has long been the subject of debate (Section 4.4.1). Since the literature identifies 

these elements as central to the energy transition and environmental justice discussions 

(Section 2.4.2), further research is necessary to establish whether these finds are the result 

of this thesis research design or are indicative of a broader generalising tendency. For 

instance, it could be an attempt to either account for the egalitarian nature of the resource 

consent process in the two countries or it could be an implicit attempt to de-humanise the 

public and present it as a general ‘other’ from which it was easier to take the distance. If 

the latest was the case, then, this amorphous public could be considered as part of the 

NIMBY explanation which still permeated the characterisation of the imagined public.  

Notably, the participants in the research in the two countries presented a slightly different 

‘NIMBY-inspired’ imagined participants, supporting the argument that the co-production 

of public participation is influenced by local political situations (Barry, 2013). This 

variation also demonstrated how the interaction between different imagined-NIMBY 

publics and institutional visions for participation contributed to the creation of specific 

participatory strategies and definitions of the terms of debate around wind farms. Notably, 
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the participants in the two countries presented a slightly different ‘NIMBY-inspired’ 

imagined participants, supporting the argument that the co-production of public 

participation is influenced by local political situations (Barry, 2013). This variation also 

demonstrated how the interaction between different imagined-NIMBY publics and 

institutional visions for participation contributed to the creation of specific participatory 

strategies and definitions of the terms of debate around wind farms.  

In participants’ discussion, public participants were always imagined as local residents 

(Sections 4.5.4 and 5.6.2). This framing was certainly due to the participants empirical 

experience, which confirmed the wide assumption that local residents were most affected 

by the proposal and hence, more likely to participate. While this characterisation did not 

necessarily mean that the participants in this research embraced a NIMBY characterisation 

of the public, it made it easier. Reducing participants to a sub-set of the local residents 

risked ignoring the performative role of the decision-making process in the localisation of 

concerns, e.g. the fact that the public notification system prioritised regional and sub-

regional residents over the wider public (Sections 4.4 and 5.4.2). This performative role 

was particularly challenging in Italy. In the country, hosting and neighbouring 

municipalities had drastically different influence over the proposals, which often did not 

account for the scale of its impacts (Section 5.5.1).  

Acknowledging this systemic bias also put the spotlight on a key contradiction in the 

institutional framing. On the one hand, institutions embraced the key principles of 

decentralisation – granting a certain degree of self-regulation to those actors directly 

affected by specific developments (Pavlikakis & Tsihrintzis, 2000). On the other hand, 

framing participants as local residents also facilitate the dismissal of their concerns as not 

representative of the whole public, which was assumed to be in favour of the proposal 

(Sections 4.5.4 and 5.6.3). The small numbers of participants (compared to the overall 

population) often provided the basis for undermining their credibility (Rowe & 

Watermeyer, 2018). This seemed to be the case in the two case studies, as most participants 

in this research focused on opponents to the proposals in their discussion (Sections 4.5.3 

and 5.6.3)44. By framing participants as a vocal, opposing minority, participants were able 

to justify making decisions that went against these expressed public preferences in the name 

 
44 Notable exceptions were the interviewees involved in the Te Uku wind farms, likely as a result of the 

fact that almost half the submissions received were in support of the proposal (Section 4.5.2). 
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of the wider population and based on their professional expertise (New Zealand) and 

representative authority (Italy).  

The de-politicising nature of the NIMBY explanation (see Papazu, 2017) was particularly 

evident in Italy, where wind farm proposals were matters of local politics. For instance, the 

Tuscan communities were described as anxious and resistant to any changes to the 

landscape and therefore only sensitive to community benefits (Section 5.6.3). Yet, this 

characterisation was also part of a vicious cycle of public discontent as, according to the 

literature (see Burningham, 2000; Schively; 2007), it risked discrediting and silencing even 

well-founded opposition. By addressing community concerns exclusively through 

community benefits, municipal authorities risked both marginalising alternative strategies 

and over-simplifying the reasons for concerns, which then limited the possibility of open 

communications with the public and undermined their trust in the institutions (Section 

5.6.3.). These arguments, in turn, highlighted how the imagine of a NIMBY public was 

used to perpetuate a knowledge divide with the aim of increasing the acceptability of the 

decision-making process and outcomes.  

6.4.2 Public participation and the perpetuation of the knowledge divide 

A key feature of the imagined public that emerged from the case studies was their 

unfamiliarity with the technology and a related tendency to overestimate its impacts. 

Underpinning this characterisation was the implicit assumption that if the public were 

familiar with wind farms, they would have no reason to oppose them. Not only did this 

approach perpetuate the institutional preference for an educational and informative 

participatory approach to public participation, it also perpetuated the normative and 

autocratic idea that public attitudes needed to be changed and that these projects had to be 

built (see Owens & Driffil, 2008). Yet, this framing ignored how institutional practices 

contributed to this self-selection, for instance through the presence of ‘obligatory passage 

points’ (Michael, 1996) that limited the capacity of the public to contribute to the decision-

making processes. These narrative bottlenecks obliged the public to articulate their 

relevance and legitimacy by focusing exclusively on the elements the decision-making 

process had deemed acceptable. For instance, in both countries, common public concerns 

regarding loss in retail value were not considered relevant by decision-makers and did not 

affect the final decision (Sections 4.5.2 and 5.6.1). This marginalisation of interests hence 
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represented an example of how participatory processes could be agents of co-production of 

the public (Chilvers & Burgess, 2008), even in an open submission process.  

Defining the imagined public as unfamiliar with the project and as basing their preferences 

on emotional assessments also contributed to a hierarchisation of knowledge to favour 

expert knowledge and ‘scientific data’ over the public’s ‘emotional’ statements or 

attachment to place. Ultimately, decision-makers continued to favour scientific knowledge 

and expert assessment over public submissions. In both countries, this approach was 

particularly evident in the information-centred rationale for public participation, the 

validating role of expert knowledge (Section 6.3.3), and the instrumental use of notions of 

procedural and distributive justice (Section 6.4.2). By marginalising non-professional 

forms of expression, the two countries offered substantial examples of the ways in which 

administrative bottlenecks could manipulate existing and future participatory opportunities 

to favour participants and interests established as legitimate, as indicated by previous 

research reported in the STS literature (see Metzger et al, 2017). In particular, the 

legislation of both countries required the public to adopt ‘expert language and terminology’. 

This requirement pushed local authorities to encourage potential participants to hire experts 

in New Zealand (Section 4.5.1) and lawyers in Italy (Section 5.4.2) to increase their chances 

of influencing the final outcome. Consequently, the public’s ability to influence the final 

decision depended not only on the willingness but also their ability to commit time and the 

money to the process. This requirement to filter the lay knowledge through the lens of 

expert knowledge to make it acceptable also helped reconcile Petts and Brooks’ (2006) 

paradox of the concomitance of increased appeals for public participation and increased 

appeals for scientific expertise. In both countries the calls for increased participation could 

be better described as calls for diverse sources of scientific expertise, rather than for an 

alternative to it.  

The comparison between the two countries also revealed different aspects of the knowledge 

divide that reflected their respective institutional framings of both wind farms and 

participation. In New Zealand, the direct participation model within a techno-managerial 

decision-making process resulted in a perceived divide between the community and 

decision-makers and experts. The system, hence, indirectly downplayed the intrinsic value 

of lay knowledge it was seeking to collect by implying that, on its own, lay knowledge was 

incompatible with the decision-making process (Section 4.5.4). On the other hand, in Italy, 

the semi-representative participatory approach in combination with a techno-political 
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decision-making process created an additional layer of complexity (Sections 5.5 and 5.6). 

Municipal and regional decision-makers counterposed their desired techno-managerial 

approach against the reality of having to address wind farms as a matter of local politics, 

which they defined as biased, fitful, and not-conducive of the optimal result. This argument, 

in turn, created an implicit divide between the ‘good’ knowledge produced by regional 

experts and the ‘bad’ knowledge produced through municipal politics. These differences 

served to highlight the adaptive nature of a knowledge-divide mind-set, which in turn 

helped explain its longevity.  

Despite these differences, both approaches exposed the limiting nature of adopting a 

NIMBY explanation for public dissent, as it overlooked the fact that wind farms blurred 

the lines between scientific knowledge, judgments and assumptions. This divide appeared 

particularly relevant, as in both countries key public concerns included extremely 

subjective matters, such as visual impacts and effects on landscape amenity (Sections 4.5 

and 5.6.1) that went beyond scientific expertise. In this context, the institutional preference 

for expert knowledge meant that both opponents and supporters of the proposals sought to 

anchor their claims in variations on scientific knowledge (Sections 4.5 and 5.5.2). As a 

result, the two case studies demonstrated how wind farms are part of those processes that 

question the reliability of science the most, while at the same time seeking expert 

knowledge more insistently. Furthermore, according to the acceptance literature (e.g. 

Castro & Mouro, 2011; Jami & Walsh, 2014; Janhunen et al., 2018; Motosu & Maruyama, 

2016; Wolsink, 2007b), this approach risked being counterproductive and escalating the 

conflict by excluding or marginalising segments of the public and reducing public trust in 

both decision-makers and the proposal.  

6.5 Summary 

This chapter has explored experiences from the consenting processes for New Zealand and 

Italian wind farms using a co-productionist approach to the study of public participation. It 

focused on comparisons between the ways in which the institutional framings of public 

participation affected the emergence of particular modalities, objects and subjects of 

participation. The chapter highlighted how, despite similar guarantees for public 

participation in the consenting processes of the two countries, their implementation of these 

commitments took significantly different forms. Most notably, while both countries 

prescribed opportunities for direct public participation, in Italy these requirements were 
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overshadowed by the necessity to enforce municipal representative participation. These 

different models of participation were also interrelated with specific frames of wind farms 

as issues at the centre of these participatory efforts. They were framed as techno-managerial 

matters in New Zealand and techno-political matters in Italy. Within both contexts, 

participation was introduced following an instrumental rationale that was defined 

differently in the two countries to reflect and reinforce their respective institutional visions. 

The New Zealand approach focused on increasing procedural justice, while Italy 

emphasised distributional justice. Despite these differences, the analysis of local decision-

makers in both countries confirmed how, while the NIMBY explanation is widely 

academically discredited, it still influences the ways in which the public is imagined by 

local authorities. Furthermore, when adopted to define the opponents to a consented 

process, the use of this explanation helps justify the decision-makers’ preference for expert 

knowledge and the dismissal of those in disagreement. Throughout the chapter, each 

section qualifies how these differences and similarities contribute to the existing literature 

and outlines their key implications, which are expanded on in the following chapter.  
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 
 

7.1 Introduction  

Distributed renewable energy installations, such as wind farms, can contribute to the 

democratisation of socio-technical energy regimes. For instance, legislated provisions for 

public participation during large-scale wind farm applications are widespread across 

democracies around the world. The implementation of these provisions offers a unique 

opportunity to investigate the ever-evolving structure of socio-technical systems. In 

particular, they provide a snapshot of the relationship between science and society the 

repercussions of which exceed their local dimension and influence the overall pace of the 

energy transition. 

Legislated public participation is often implemented as a tool to increase community 

acceptance of wind farm proposals (Section 2.2.1). These opportunities are an implicit 

recognition that the trade-offs associated with these projects fall mostly on local 

communities, who, therefore need to have a say (Section 3.4.5). In the last decades, a 

prolific literature has developed to investigate the characteristics that are more likely to 

result in the desired outcome and foster more inclusive practices. Yet, establishing a pre-

set list of criteria against which to categorize participatory practice according to their 

likelihood of increasing social acceptance has proven inconclusive and limiting (Section 

2.2.3). Instead, the co-productionist literature seeks to investigate the specific interactions 

between the socio-technical system and the issues on which the public is asked to 

participate. While this approach reduces the generalizability of its findings (Section 3.3.2), 

the empirical, in-depth investigation of these process offers key insights over the complex 

dynamics at play.  

To date, few studies have empirically evaluated the co-production processes at play during 

participation (Chilvers, 2008; Chilvers & Longhurst, 2016). Hence, a key contribution of 

this thesis is the empirical application of this theoretical framework. The findings 

highlighted in the previous chapter and summarised in the following sections suggest that 

adopting a co-productionist approach can reveal patterns often overlooked by earlier 

literature on public participation. To conclude this research project, the following sections 

first summarise the public participation scholarship to which this thesis sought to 
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contribute. Then, the chapter provides a brief overview of the main finding emerging from 

this research. Finally, it discusses the main opportunities for further research that they might 

open up.  

7.2 Adopting a co-productionist framework of analysis  

Consenting procedures for large-scale wind farms are the result of an on-going process of 

‘eventuation’ (Michael, 2016; Michael & Rosengarden, 2013). This process forces 

technical, economic, social and political elements to interact and mutually shape each other 

and the event itself (Barad, 2007; Fraser, 2010). This mutually-shaped eventuation, in turn, 

results in a ‘situational’ definition of the proposal, the participatory practices around it, and 

who is invited to participate. Hence, in line with previous co-productionist studies 

(Chilvers, 2008; Chilvers & Longhurst, 2016), this research adopted a framework of 

analysis that considered public participation as models, formats and political ontologies 

and focused on the study of interactions between the specific elements of participation and 

the political situations in which they are immersed. Despite the variety of stakeholders 

involved in large-scale wind farm resource consent, this research focused on local 

authorities as one of the key contributors to the co-production of public participation. Local 

authorities were selected for their key roles as both implementers of national requirements 

and as points of contact for the local public (Section 2.3). Focusing on this level of 

governance, in turn, offered useful insights that may contribute to the underdeveloped 

research on how local decision-makers interact with the publics to thus affect public 

participation (Brondi et al. 2017). The comparison between the two countries also 

highlighted possible areas of interest that could have been overlooked if each country was 

considered in isolation, such as the importance of face-to-face participation (Section 7.2.1).  

The thesis has expanded upon the existing normative public participation literature, which 

tends to consider public participation as an absolute good at the risk of overlooking its 

externalities (Chapter 2). By adopting a co-productionist approach to the study of 

participation, the research remained open to the emergence of potentially negative aspects 

of institutional framing on participatory practices. To facilitate the analysis and achieve its 

key objectives (see Chapter 1), this research embraced a methodological framework 

fashioned in response to Irwin’s (2006, p.300) call for “an analytically sceptical (but not 

dismissive) perspective”. The research purposively assumed an agnostic stance (Davies & 

Spicer, 2015) regarding the merits of participation, and only compared findings against the 



 

180 
 

social-acceptance literature once the process-based evaluations were concluded. This 

involved grounding these cross-national case studies in an inductive and interpretative 

approach that was attentive to the dynamics of co-production and the ways in which 

institutional framings affected it from the perspective of local authorities. Specifically, this 

approach relied on qualitative methodologies including semi-structured interviews and 

document analysis to provide insights on the power dynamics currently shaping the 

institutional framing of public participation in wind farm consenting processes, and 

potential links to the final outcome. 

7.3 Reflection on the aims of the research 

By adopting the framework of analysis described above and summarised in Figure 7.1, this 

research moved beyond the traditional distinction between an either participatory or 

technocratic management of environmental resources. Instead, it explored the key elements 

shaping the dynamics of institutional mediation and orchestration also positioned these 

approaches on a fluid continuum. Since New Zealand and Italy had both adopted a 

decentralised approach to wind farm consenting processes, specific attention was dedicated 

to investigating how local governments had implemented national policy frames within 

local practices. To understand these dynamics, it was essential to explore the key legislative 

frameworks regulating both wind energy development and public participation. The collage 

of these normative, aspirational, and binding requirements and targets provided both clear 

parameters and a perimeter within which each local authority was able to contribute to the 

eventuation of the debate around a specific project. In particular, the review of their 

respective renewable energy portfolios (Sections 4.2 and 5.2) provided the backdrop for 

the evaluation of the two countries’ policies for addressing renewable electricity (or the 

lack of thereof) and how requirements for legislated, top-down, public participation were 

incorporated in the decision-making process.  
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Figure 7.1 Analytical framework adopted for this thesis. 

The overarching impacts of the legislative and political frameworks provided enough 

cohesion in the decision-making process to enable this study of particular trends across 

both New Zealand and Italy (Chapter 6). What emerged from the comparison of the two 

case studies was the presence of similar rationales for the inclusion of legislated public 

participatory practices during large-scale wind farm consenting processes. The legislation 

of both countries primarily sought to favour information transfer and to increase public 

acceptance by fostering the public’s perception of procedural (New Zealand) and 

distributional (Italy) justice. Despite their different focus, however, in both instances 

participation was a tool used to transform dysfunctional debate over the outcomes of the 

consenting process into a more functional debate centred on the acceptability of the 

decision-making process (New Zealand) and the distribution of trade-offs and benefits 

(Italy). In both countries environmental justice was also guaranteed by the recognition and 

guarantee of third-party appeal rights, which offered the public an opportunity to ask for a 

review of the resource consents. As often characterised by adversarial tones, these 
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procedures were clearly distinguishable from the opportunities for public participation 

during the resource consent decision-making. This distinction, in turn, confirmed the 

informative rationale of the current legislated public participation opportunities during 

resource consent evaluations.  

As highlighted in Chapter 6, large-scale wind farm proposals acted as a catalyst for the 

reconfiguration of not only the affected territory, but also of local social capital through 

public participation within and outside the legislated process. The comparison also 

confirmed the interconnected and co-productionist nature of the three elements of public 

participation (Figure 7.1) and the relevance of a co-productionist framework to investigate 

them. First, it highlighted how each country’s regulatory processes influenced their 

respective framing of wind-farm proposals and resulted in the selection of specific paths 

for their resolution, while marginalising others. New Zealand participants showcased a 

technocratic and managerialist vision of the proposals, which was characterised by a clear 

preference for technical assessments and the qualitative analysis of the submissions. On the 

other hand, Italian participants promoted a techno-political vision, which relied heavily on 

local and regional politics, sometimes at the expenses of technical assessments. 

Secondly, the different frames used to assess wind farm proposals shaped the opportunities 

for public participation. New Zealand embraced a direct, consultative approach in which 

individuals and groups could present their own position in front of the decision-makers. 

Instead, Italy favoured a more representative approach to participation, where additionally 

to individuals’ submissions, municipal authorities were tasked with representing the 

interest of their residents in front of the decision-makers. This also meant that the two 

countries’ substantially different legislative preferences affected the role of local 

institutions within and outside statutory participatory processes and their respective 

spillover effects. Most notably, while New Zealand councils sought to maintain their 

distance from the public and developers, Italian municipal authorities were required to 

engage with residents to assess their positions and represent their interests in the decision-

making process.  

Finally, these different models had a partial impact on the ways in which the local 

authorities characterised the affected public. In both countries, participants in the research 

painted an image of the public that was reminiscent of traditional NIMBY and information-

deficit explanations. As a reflection of the two countries’ different approaches to wind farm 
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resource consents, the participants’ characterisation of the public tended to emphasise 

different ‘NIMBYistic’ aspects. In New Zealand the focus was on their supposed lack of 

familiarity with the project, implying that if they had more information, they would not 

oppose it. In Italy the focus was on public self-interest and fear, which could be linked to 

the country’s reliance on community benefits as a source of consent-building. Furthermore, 

in both countries, this emotional imagined public was counterposed to ‘neutral’ technical 

evaluation provided by the decision-makers. Not only was this comparison used to 

highlight the difference between the two positions, but also to explain why the local 

authorities’ decisions based on expert knowledge was the best option.  

Within the overall comparison, three findings appear to have significant implications for 

the future study and practice of public participation: firstly, the link between face-to-face 

participation and the emergence and strength of extra-legislated participation channels; 

secondly, the presence of an apparent paradox between calls for increased participation and 

preferences for expert knowledge; and finally, the inconsistency between the areas of public 

concern and what was recognised as impact by the respective decision-making processes.  

Hence, the overarching message from this comparison was that, far from being a neutral 

administrative tool, public participation contributed to the emergence of narratives for the 

public and the proposals that marginalised alternative groups. Not taking these dynamics 

into account, therefore, reduced the chances of an open discussion and the achievement of 

substantial environmental management that took into account the public’s right to 

participate, as embedded in the two countries’ legislation.  

7.3.1 The importance of face-to-face participation  

The comparison between New Zealand and Italy showed that the scalar politics of public 

participation could substantially affect the emergence of alternative channels of 

participation. Most notably, the research highlighted how the Italian institutional preference 

for representative participation contributed to the dominance of organised national 

opposition groups in the wind energy debate. Not only did these organisations challenge 

the core definition of wind farms as compatible with the landscape, they also acted as 

catalysts for local voices that were otherwise excluded in the legislated decision-making 

process. Similarly, the scalar imbalances between public pressure and the distribution of 

decision-making power forced local authorities to renegotiate the participation 

competences established by the national legislation and introduce additional, informal 



 

184 
 

municipal engagement opportunities. Hence, in the Italian context, fewer opportunities for 

direct, face-to-face communication between the affected public and the decision-makers 

contributed to the emergence of new roles for existing organisations and government 

authorities. While existing legislation accounted for these parallel models of representative 

participation, the research also showed they could exacerbate conflict over proposals. For 

instance, by transferring grievance from one proposal to another, organised national 

opposition moved the frame of the debate from specific proposals to the overarching wind 

energy development strategy.  

The impact of scalar politics on public opposition was also supported and further 

highlighted by comparisons with New Zealand, as this case study showcased the minor role 

played by organised national opposition groups in the wind energy debate. On its own, this 

absence was insufficient to prove that the direct participatory approach embraced in New 

Zealand contributed to limiting the influence of pre-existing opposition groups on new 

projects. However, this argument was further supported by the more vocal and 

uncompromising opposition to those projects in which face-to-face communication 

opportunities were transferred from local decision-makers to higher legislative levels. 

Furthermore, the request of a segment of the New Zealand public that local decision-makers 

represented their point of view during the consenting process also re-established the 

importance of direct communication between the community and decision-makers. 

Considering both case studies, this research argues that to increase the capacity of the 

decision-making process to channel public opinion, written submissions alone are not 

enough and should be matched with increased opportunities for direct communication 

between local decision-makers and the public. 

7.3.2 The paradox of public participation.  

In both countries there was a clear paradox between the general understanding of the 

importance of public participation and the characterisation of those who chose to participate 

to oppose the proposal as NIMBY. Given the de-politicizing nature of the NIMBY 

explanation, adopting it to describe the public implicitly dismissed and marginalised their 

voices in favour of expert knowledge and helped justify resource consent outcomes that 

contrasted with those proposed by the submitters (Section 6.2). This is particularly 

interesting considering that, in both countries, public participation was framed as an 

alternative to a technocratic management of resources, where a decision was based 
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exclusively on expert knowledge and assessment (Section 2.2), and as a tool to collect 

information for a more informed decision (and Section 6.3.1).  

This participatory paradox can be linked to the nature of large-scale wind farms as 

‘sustainability monsters’ - energy transition technologies that encompass mutually 

exclusive categorisations, ethical dilemmas and moral imperatives (Section 6.2). It is within 

these conflicting elements that calls for participation need to be inserted to shed light on 

the paradox of participation. The rationale for the introduction of participatory 

opportunities was not to create the conditions for an informed, equal, and empowering 

process. Rather, it sought to create the conditions for an easier siting of the proposals, 

possibly resulting in a process without appeals. This preference was highlighted, for 

instance, by the persistence of the use of NIMBYism to characterise the imagined publics. 

This rationale was also consistent with the reported preference for the further scientisation 

of the decision-making process, in which technical expertise took a leading role in the 

assessment process at the expenses of public participation. Hence, in both countries, 

participation was a tool to access information, legitimise the consenting process, and 

increase public acceptance, rather than a way to stimulate debate.  

Recent literature has highlighted how public participation can help move beyond the use of 

a simplistic NIMBY explanation to address public relationship with energy transition 

technologies and create energy citizenship (see Ryghaug et al., 2018). Yet, the perpetuation 

of the NIMBY-explanatory mindset by local authorities could limit the extent and the scope 

of public engagement and risk disenfranchising the same public that is supposed to engage. 

Without taking these elements into account it, it appeared impossible to reconcile the 

preference for a technocratic decision-making process that also includes increased 

opportunities for public participation.  

7.3.3 Neutral evaluation of subjective issues 

As highlighted in the previous section, despite their different legislative frameworks and 

preferred models of participation (Section 6.3), both New Zealand and Italian local 

authorities exhibited a clear preference for scientific expertise and expert knowledge over 

community or lay knowledge. The analysis of these preferences also highlighted the 

performative role of the deficit model, as technical assessments, data and expertise were 

used to advance the scientisation of the decision-making process and dismiss public 

opposition. This pattern was emphasised by the fact that, when defining the relationship 
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between the public and the proposals, each country’s participants adopted only the aspects 

of the NIMBY explanation that were compatible with their preferred models of public 

participation (Section 6.4).  

This characterisation of the imagined public also allowed local authorities to present their 

decisions as the only legitimate options, as they were the result of rational considerations 

anchored in scientific understandings. By imagining the public as embodying a NIMBY 

mindset, public concerns were implicitly dismissed and linked to lack of familiarity with 

the projects and/or to personal interests. This characterisation, hence, could be linked to an 

attempt to dismiss the limitations and shortcomings of the respective decision-making 

processes. Firstly, in both countries, there was a level of inconsistency between the issues 

recognised as legitimate concerns in the respective assessment processes and those 

expressed by the public, with concern about loss of property values being common across 

nations (Section 4.5.1 and Section 5.6.1). Secondly, the participants also reported the public 

as mostly concerned about subjective issues, such as impacts on amenity values (Section 

4.5.1 and Section 5.6.1). Yet, to be evaluated, these issues had to be made ‘objective’ so 

that an independent and ‘neutral’ assessment could be conducted, hence dismissing the 

subjective and nuanced nature of the individual perception. The existence of this divide 

between concerns, hence, could on the one hand account for the emergence of a sense of 

dissatisfaction and impotence in the public, as reported in both case studies. On the other 

hand, it could also help explain why the NIMBY explanation is still used to define the 

affected public, despite its lack of empirical evidence.  

7.4 Future research areas 

The previous sections highlight the key contributions of this thesis to the investigation of 

public participation during wind farm energy proposals. Yet, the research has also 

highlighted four key areas that could be explored by further research to address some of 

the limitations discussed in Chapter 3 and emerging from data collection and analysis. First, 

this thesis put the spotlight on the tendency of the local authorities to discuss the public as 

‘amorphous’ -without specific gender attribution and/or cultural identity (Section 2.4.). 

While this lack of characterisation could be the result of the present research methodology, 

it could also be the result of a deliberate choice to present the process as egalitarian, or a 

subconscious attempt to ‘other’ the public, among the possible explanations. Further 

targeted investigation of these specific aspects of the construction of the imagine public, 
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hence, should be addressed in further research. This focus of investigation appeared 

particularly relevant in New Zealand, as it could help further the understanding of the 

intersection of gender, class and ethnicity.  

Secondly, future studies could expand the investigation of the role of local authorities in 

the co-production of the elements of public participation beyond the two countries at the 

core of this research to increase the theory-building capacity of its findings and to test their 

transferability. The two case studies highlighted how despite different preferred models for 

public participations, there were substantial similarities in the ways in which New Zealand 

and Italian local authorities imagined the public and the implicit rationale behind this 

construction (Sections 6.2 and 7.3.2). Hence, it would be particularly interesting to explore 

case studies where different models of participation have been legislated and/or put into 

practice. Specifically, future research could focus on countries and experiences 

traditionally described as at the forefront of the participatory turn of energy transition, for 

example, in Northern Europe, and/or outside what is traditionally considered the developed 

world, such as Africa. 

Thirdly, future research could include empirical investigation of the ways in which the 

public - both those who choose to participate and those who choose not to participate - 

perceive and react to the imagined public created by the local authorities. Due to economic 

and time constraints, this research was unable to empirically explore these topics. Yet, its 

key findings and the review of the abundant acceptance-centred literature suggest that 

institutional behaviours, beliefs and preferences (see Chapter 2) could significantly affect 

the public, specifically people’s willingness to take part in the decision-making process and 

the flexibility of their positions. In particular, future research could compare case studies 

where local administrations have purposefully adopted a non-NIMBY-imagined public 

within business-as-usual scenarios.  

Finally, future research could follow local authorities while they navigate each stage of the 

consenting process in real time, rather than having to rely on post-event evaluations, as was 

the case due to the timing of this research. This real-time research could provide further 

insights into the ways in which public participation is co-produced and how doing so affects 

the final resource consent, especially if the research included both consents that are rejected 

and granted.  
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7.5 Summary  

At the national level, calls for the democratisation of the energy system go hand in hand 

with calls for the acceleration of the energy transition. Yet, when these calls interact at the 

local decision-making level, they appear to be stuck into a conflict of interest. To shed some 

light on these local interactions, this thesis provides an in-depth overview of the dynamics 

that shape the ways in which participatory and developmental objectives interact. This 

research did so by comparing how New Zealand and Italian local authorities were involved 

in the emergence of specific public participation practices, debates over wind farm 

proposals and publics. Its aim was to contribute to the ever growing body of scholarship 

investigating both public participation and wind energy as implemented at the local level. 

The thesis highlighted a key paradox of top-down public participation: on the one hand, 

national legislation frames participation as necessary to increase public acceptance; on the 

other hand, local authorities often dismissed public participants as emotive and guided by 

self-interest. This paradox could help turn the spotlight on the meso/local level of multi-

level governance in future energy transition and public participation research, as well as 

the energy policy debate.  
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 The University of Auckland 
 Private Bag 92019 

 Auckland 1142, New Zealand 

Participant Information Sheet (NZ) 

 

To:  Employee of ……………. 

 

The social construction of wind energy in China and New Zealand: 

Development and perceptions in the political culture context. 

 

Claudia Gonnelli 

 

Introduction 

You are invited to take part in a research project conducted as part of the 

researcher’s (Claudia Gonnelli) doctoral studies at the University of 

Auckland. Before you decide whether to participate it is important for you to 

know why this research is being conducted and what being a participant in this 

research will involve. Please take the time to carefully read the following 

information sheet and feel free to discuss it with others if you wish. Please 

mailto:env@auckland.ac.nz
http://www.env.auckland.ac.nz/


 

190 
 

contact us if there is anything unclear or if you would like more information. 

Take time to decide whether you would like to take part. Thank you. 

Project description 

This research is interested in what people living in areas close to wind farm 

think about wind energy, and in particular the way they relate to wind farms. 

I am investigating people’s level of participation in the public debate around 

the issue and the evolution of their views on this subject, particularly in 

relation to the strategies adopted by local authorities and energy companies. I 

am interested in identifying patterns of similar thought that exist across the 

many different residents across China and New Zealand. The results will be 

included in the researcher’s doctoral thesis, published papers and in a 

summary of findings, which you can request to be sent via the consent form. 

Project procedures 

Your involvement in this research will be through participating in an interview 

lasting approximately one hour. This interview will be focused on your 

opinion of residents’ participation in the debate around the construction of the 

[name of wind farm]. A particular focus will be on the potential benefits and 

drawbacks of public participation, but also of wind energy. This will also 

involve your general understanding of wind energy. Additionally, you will be 

asked about your own experiences and knowledge about wind energy, 

including your institution’s current and previous efforts to promote or reduce 

the public debate around the issue. With your permission, the interview will 

be audio-recorded. You can, however, ask for the recording device to be 

turned off at any time. The researcher will also transcribe your interview. 

The interview will be conducted in a mutually convenient place and time. 
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The recorded data will be stored on the researcher’s computer in an encrypted 

file and will be kept for a period of six years. The interview will be conducted 

in a place mutually agreed upon by you and the researcher.  

Right to withdraw from participation 

Your consent to participate in this research is completely voluntary. You are 

under no obligation to provide any information. You may withdraw from the 

activity at any time and request your data to not be used. Once the participant 

has completed the activity he/she will still be able to remove the data he/she 

has provided for a period of six months after the interview.  

Right to edit the recordings 

For a period of six months after the interview, you would be able to request a 

copy of your own transcript or recording tape to check for accuracy or remove 

anything you no longer want to include in the data.  

Anonymity and confidentiality  

The consent of your Chief Executive Officer has been requested and obtained 

prior to this interview. The assurance that your participation, or non-

participation, in this research will not affect your employment status has also 

been obtained. The data and information you may choose to share with the 

researcher will only be used for the purposes of this research and will be only 

published in a non-identified manner for the researcher’s doctoral thesis, 

published papers and in a summary of findings, which you can request to be 

sent via the consent form. 

Due to your specific role and position you hold, you may be identified either 

by your colleagues or supervisor as a participant in this research and certain 

opinion may be track back to you. However, no information that personally 

identifies you will be recorded for this research. At any time in the thesis 
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where information or quotations from your interview are used, a pseudonym 

to protect your identity will be provided, for both your name and the names of 

any other persons mentioned. 

 

 

 

Contact details and approval wording 

 

 

 

 

 

For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The 

University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The 

University of Auckland, Office of the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, 

Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373-7599 extn. 83711 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN 

PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON December 2014 for (3) years, 

Reference Number: 013499. 

Researcher: 

Claudia Gonnelli 

cgon517@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

Supervisor: 

Ass. Prof. Hong Key Yong  

hk.yoon@auckland.ac.nz 

Head of Department: 

Prof. Paul Kench 

p.kench@auckland.ac.nz 

mailto:cgon517@aucklanduni.ac.nz
mailto:hk.yoon@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:p.kench@auckland.ac.nz
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 The University of Auckland 
 Private Bag 92019 

 Auckland 1142, New Zealand 

Foglio informativo  

 

Energia eolica ed amministrazioni locali: il caso 

neozelandese e italiano.  

 

di Claudia Gonnelli 

Introduzione: 

Con la presente, lei è invitato a prendere parte ad un progetto di ricerca. Prima 

di decidere se parteciparvi, è importate che lei comprenda a pieno lo scopo 

della ricerca e le implicazioni della sua partecipazione in essa. La preghiamo 

di prendersi tutto il tempo che le serve per leggere attentamente il foglio 

illustrativo che segue. Se vuole può parlarne con terzi o chiedere maggiori 

informazioni alla ricercatrice. In caso avesse bisogno di ulteriori informazioni, 

non esiti a contattarci ai recapiti forniti al termine di questo documento. La 

preghiamo di prendersi del tempo per decidere se vuole far parte di questa 

ricerca. Grazie.  

mailto:env@auckland.ac.nz
http://www.env.auckland.ac.nz/
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Descrizione del progetto di ricerca 

Questa ricerca viene condotta come parte integrante degli studi per il 

conseguimento del dottorato della ricercatrice Claudia Gonnelli presso 

l’Università di Auckland (Nuova Zelanda). La ricerca si concentra sulle 

energie rinnovabili e il loro impatto sulle comunità locali ed in particolare 

sulle modalità con cui i cittadini vengono coinvolti, o meno, nel processo di 

valutazione delle richieste di consenso per la costruzione di parchi eolici di 

medie/grandi dimensioni e come questo influisca sulle loro opinioni riguardo 

tali progetti. La ricerca ha come interesse principale lo studio delle procedure 

attualmente in atto e l’operato delle autorità locali a livello comunale, 

provinciale e regionale. Lo scopo della ricerca è individuare eventuali schemi 

di pensiero ricorrente che leghino l’attiva partecipazione nel dibattito su un 

determinato progetto ad una più positiva percezione dello stesso sia in Nuova 

Zelanda e in Italia, per poi compararli. I risultati saranno inclusi nella tesi di 

dottorato della ricercatrice, in articoli pubblicati su riviste specialistiche e in 

un riassunto per i partecipanti che lei può richiedere direttamente 

comunicando il suo indirizzo di posta elettronica alla fine del questionario. La 

sua e-mail e ogni altra informazione che lei scelga di comunicare verrà 

conservata in un documento separato per mantenere l’anonimità del 

questionario ed è puramente opzionale. Se preferisce può contattare la 

ricercatrice in un secondo momento ai recapiti forniti alla fine di questo 

documento.  

 

Procedure di ricerca 

Il suo coinvolgimento in questa ricerca si svolge attraverso la sua 

partecipazione in un’intervista telefonica registrata che durerà all’incirca 30 
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minuti. L’intervista cerca di stabilire le sue opinioni riguardo quattro 

tematiche principali: le principali priorità della regione su tematiche 

ambientali e energetiche; il livello di accettazione da parte delle popolazioni 

locali interessati dallo sviluppo di impianti eolici per tali progetti; il percorso 

approvativo, con particolare riguardo per la partecipazione pubblica e il ruolo 

della Regione; suggerimenti per il futuro. 

L’intervista sarà condotta in un luogo e data che sia conveniente ad entrambe 

le parti.  

La registrazione di questa intervista sarà conservata per un periodo di 6 anni 

nel computer della ricercatrice in un file criptato.  

Il suo diritto di ritirare la sua partecipazione nella ricerca. 

La sua partecipazione in questa ricerca è puramente volontaria, lei non è 

assolutamente obbligato/a a fornire nessuna informazione. Durante l’intervista 

lei potrà ritirare la sua partecipazione in ogni momento e richiedere che le 

informazioni fornite fino a quel momento non siano usate. Può, inoltre, 

scegliere di rispondere solo ad alcune domande e richiedere che i dati da lei 

forniti siano comunque usati. Potrà, inoltre chiedere di cancellare e non usare 

le informazioni da lei fornite per un periodo di sei mesi dopo l’intervista. 

Il suo diritto di modificare i dati da lei forniti. 

 

Per un periodo non superiore a sei mesi dopo la conclusione dell’intervista lei 

potrà richiedere di avere accesso alla trascrizione di tale intervista e/o 

richiedere la modifica delle affermazioni da lei fatte, se questo si rivelasse 

necessario.  

Anonimato e riservatezza 
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Ogni dato che lei sceglie di fornire sarà conservato in un file sicuro e criptato. 

Nessun dato personale sarà condiviso nella ricerca, ma visto il suo ruolo e la 

sua posizione, lei potrebbe essere identificato sia dai suoi colleghi, supervisori, 

o pubblico. 

 

Contatti e supervisione  

 

 

 

 

 

Researcher: 

 

Per ogni richiesta di informazioni riguardo considerazioni etiche può contattare la Chair, 

The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The University of 

Auckland, Office of the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telefono 

09 373-7599 extn. 83711 

 

APPROVATO DALL’ UNIVERSITA’ DI AUCLAND HUMAN PARTICIPANTS 

ETHICS COMMITTEE  nel dicembre 2014 per 3 anni. Numero di riferimento: 013499. 

 

 

Ricercatrice: 

Claudia Gonnelli 

cgon517@aucklanduni.ac.nz 

328565625 (Italia) 

 

Supervisore: 

Ass. Prof. Hong Key Yong  

hk.yoon@auckland.ac.nz 

+64 093737599 ext 88466 

(Nuova Zelanda) 

Capo del Dipartimento: 

Prof. Paul Kench 

p.kench@auckland.ac.nz 

+64 093737599 ext 88440 

(Nuova Zelanda) 

mailto:cgon517@aucklanduni.ac.nz
mailto:hk.yoon@auckland.ac.nz
mailto:p.kench@auckland.ac.nz
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 The University of Auckland 
 Private Bag 92019 

 Auckland 1142, New Zealand 

 

Consent Form 

 

THIS FORM WILL BE HELD FOR A PERIOD OF 6 YEARS 

 

 

The social construction of wind energy in China and New 

Zealand: 

Development and perceptions in the political culture 

context. 

 

Claudia Gonnelli 

 

I have read the Participant Information Sheet. I have understood the nature of 

the research and why I have been selected. I have had the opportunity to ask 

mailto:env@auckland.ac.nz
http://www.env.auckland.ac.nz/
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questions and have them answered to my satisfaction. I understand that my 

participation in this research is voluntary. 

 

 

• I agree to take part in this research. 

 

• I understand that my interview will be audio-recorded and transcribed. 

 

• I understand that the consent of my Chief Executive Officer has been 

requested and obtained prior to this interview.  

 

• I understand that the assurance that my participation, or non-

participation, in this research will not affect my employment status has 

been obtained. 

 

• I understand that I am free to withdraw my participation at any time 

during the interview. 

 

• I understand that no information that will be traceable back to my 

participation will be recorded and that the information I provide will be 

stored on a computer in an encrypted file. 

 

 

• I understand that due to the specific role and position I hold, I may be 

identified either by my colleagues or supervisor as a participant in this 

research and certain opinion may be track back to me. 

 

• I understand that data will be kept for a period of 6 years and after which 

it will be destroyed.  

 

• I understand that I can request to review and edit the transcript of the 

recording of my own interview for a period of 6 months after the 

interview. 
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• I understand that this research will be used as part of an assessed piece 

of university work and in addition will be presented in a summary of 

findings sent to participants, and in papers reporting the research in 

academic journals. 

 

• I would like to be contacted to take part in the next component of the 

research (survey) and am happy to provide an email address through 

which I can be provided information on this activity and invited to 

participate.                  

    (please tick)   ⃝ 

 

• I am happy to provide an email address to which I would like to receive 

a summary of findings for this research once it is complete. 

(please tick)   ⃝ 
 

 

 

Name ______________________________ Email 

___________________________   

 

 

Signature ___________________________ Date 

___________________________  

 

 

 

 

For any queries regarding ethical concerns you may contact the Chair, The 

University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics Committee, The 
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University of Auckland, Office of the Vice Chancellor, Private Bag 92019, 

Auckland 1142. Telephone 09 373-7599 extn. 83711 

 

APPROVED BY THE UNIVERSITY OF AUCKLAND HUMAN 

PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE ON December 2014 for (3) years, 

Reference Number: 013499. 
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Modulo di Dichiarazione di Consenso. 

Questo modulo sarà conservato per un periodo di 6 anni 

 

Energia eolica ed amministrazioni locali: il caso 

neozelandese e italiano.  

di Claudia Gonnelli 

 

Dichiaro di aver letto e compreso il foglio di informazioni che mi è stato 

consegnato con sufficiente anticipo. Confermo di aver compreso la natura 

della ricerca e i motivi per cui sono stato selezionato/a. Ho inoltre avuto la 

possibilità di porre domande e ho ricevuto risposte soddisfacenti dalla 

ricercatrice Claudia Gonnelli. Acconsento, pertanto a partecipare a questo 

studio. 

 

Sono consapevole: 

• Che la mia partecipazione è volontaria;  

mailto:env@auckland.ac.nz
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• Che sono libero/a di ritirarmi dallo studio fino ad un periodo di sei mesi 

dopo l’intervista; 

• Che nessuna informazione da me rilasciata che potrebbe essere 

riconducibile alla mia partecipazione sarà registrata e che le 

informazioni da me fornite saranno conservate in un file criptato sul 

computer della ricercatrice; 

• Che, a causa del mio ruolo e posizione, potrei essere identificato dai 

miei colleghi o superiori come partecipante in questo studio e che certe 

opinioni potrebbero essere ricondotte a me; 

• Che le informazioni raccolte saranno conservate per un periodo di 6 

anni, dopodiché saranno distrutte. 

• Che questa ricerca sarà usata come parte di uno studio universitario e di 

uno o più articoli su giornali accademici  

• Che una sintesi dei risultati ottenuti durante la ricerca sarà inviata ai 

partecipanti se da essi richiesta. 

  

 

 Sono felice di fornire un indirizzo email a cui vorrei ricevere la sintesi dei 

risultati di questo studio una volta completato. 

 (spuntare)   ⃝ 
 

 

 

Nome e Cognome___________________________ Email 

___________________________   

 

 

Firma ___________________________  Data 

___________________________  
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Per ogni richiesta di informazioni riguardo considerazioni etiche può 

contattare la Chair, The University of Auckland Human Participants Ethics 

Committee, The University of Auckland, Office of the Vice Chancellor, 

Private Bag 92019, Auckland 1142. Telefono 09 373-7599 extn. 83711 

 

 

APPROVATO DALL’ UNIVERSITA’ DI AUCLAND HUMAN 

PARTICIPANTS ETHICS COMMITTEE  a dicembre 2014 per 3 anni. 

Numero di riferimento: 013499. 
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Open-ended questions for the online questionnarie  

 

1. Can you describe the process of resource consent and why it is important for 

Council? 

 

2. How would you define the role of the Council in the resource consent process? 

 

3. Compared to other resource consent applications, was the one for the wind farm 

any different in terms of the reaction it evoked from the public? 

 

4. Do you think the submissions received were a sufficient indicator of general public 

opinion regarding the wind farm? 

 

5. In your opinion, were the public debate and submissions polarised by political 

figures, community leaders and organised groups? 

 

6. According to your experience, could the submission process be perceived as 

intimidating by potential submitters? 

 

7. Would you please indicate the most common themes – both supporting and 

opposing – in the submissions for the wind farm? 

 

8. How has the submission process changed the original design of the wind farm? 

 

9. Do you think the resource consent process offered an opportunity to change 

people’s perception of the wind farm? 

 

10. How did the Council reconcile the need to follow government strategies to promote 

renewable energy with the necessity to respect the points of view of its constituents? 

 

11. Would you say that public debate around the proposal was an “us-vs them”– with 

us being local residents and submitters in general and them being the energy 

mailto:env@auckland.ac.nz
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industry – situation, in which the Council has to mediate between different sides, or 

was it more nuanced? 

 

12. From your experience, if you could change one aspect of the resource consent and 

submission process, what would it be? Would you please explain the reasons behind 

your choice? 
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Appendix 6 
SCHOOL OF ENVIRONMENT 
Geography, Geology, Environmental Science & Environmental Management  

 
 

 
 

 Human Sciences Building 
                                                                                                                                                Level 6, 10 Symonds Street  

                                     Auckland, New Zealand  
 Telephone 64 9 373 7599 ext. 88465 

 Facsimile 64 9 373 7434 
 Email: env@auckland.ac.nz 

 www.env.auckland.ac.nz        
  

 The University of Auckland 
 Private Bag 92019 

 Auckland 1142, New Zealand 

 

Domande aperte distribuite online 

1. A Suo parere, come si inserisce l’energia eolica nelle priorità ambientali e 

energetiche della Sua Regione? 

2. Come reputa il livello di interessamento a queste tematiche dei cittadini della Sua 

Regione? 

3. A Suo avviso, qual è l’impatto dei parchi eolici sulle comunità locali, sia a livello 

economico che sociale? 

4. Qual è la sua opinione riguardo gli introiti derivanti dagli impianti e percepiti dai 

Comuni come “royalties”? 

5. Come sono stati generalmente accolti gli impianti eolici dalla popolazione locale?  

6. Quali crede che siano i fattori che maggiormente influenzano l’opinione pubblica 

locale riguardo la proposta di installare turbine eoliche? 

7. Ritiene che il livello di accettazione pubblica dei singoli progetti vari 

significatamene tra comune e comune? E se sì, quale crede siano le motivazioni 

principale di questa variabilità? 

8. Ritiene che il livello di accettazione dei parchi eolici della Sua regione sia cambiato 

dopo che essi sono stati costruiti? E se sì, come e perché? 

9. A Suo avviso, qual è l’impatto e il ruolo di gruppi inter- e trans-regionali creati per 

opporsi all’installazione di turbine eoliche? 

mailto:env@auckland.ac.nz
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10. Come descriverebbe il ruolo dell’amministrazione regionale nel processo di 

valutazione di proposte per la costruzione di impianti eolici? E quello degli altri enti 

locali coinvolti? 

11. Ritiene che i percorsi autorizzativi attualmente utilizzati siano soddisfacenti? 

Potrebbero essere migliorati? E se sì, come? 

12. Le popolazioni locali sono generalmente informate sull’installazione di parchi 

eolici? E se sì, con quali tempi e da chi?  

13. A Suo avviso, l’attuale legislazione e iter amministrativo garantisce e promuove la 

collaborazione e la sinergia tra i proponenti, gli enti pubblici e i cittadini interessati 

dai progetti? E se sì, come?  

14. Quali forme di partecipazione dei cittadini alle decisioni sono previste? E se sì, quali 

sono generalmente le più utilizzate? 

15. Ritiene che queste forme di partecipazione siano sufficienti o debbano essere 

ampliate? E se sì, quale come e con quali conseguenze? 

16. Ritiene che un livello maggiore di partecipazione al percorso autorizzativo da parte 

della popolazione locale potrebbe accrescere il livello di accettazione e supporto di 

questi progetti? E se sì, come? 

17. Ci sono da parte Sua eventuali considerazioni e proposte sul rapporto tra la 

promozione di energie da fonti rinnovabili e l’opinione pubblica? 
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