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Community Energy Scenarios
More than scenes from a fortune teller’s ball
The CISE team have been thinking about community energy in  alternative settings to develop community energy 
scenarios. We organised a workshop and invited practitioners and academics involved in community energy/
community climate action, to explore and envisage the contribution of community energy to the future UK energy 
system in the period to 2050. 

Our study of  Community 
Innovation for Sustainable En-
ergy (CISE) involves exploring 
the potential role of  community 
energy in those future scenarios. 
Scenarios are not predictions 
because, as we all know, futures 
cannot be predicted. Scenarios 
are not necessarily visions be-
cause visions describe situations 
at a specific point in time, 
whereas scenarios also explore 
the processes how we get to the 
visions and inherent uncertain-
ties involved. So scenarios are 
not just scenes from a fortune 
tellers’ crystal ball. 

To explore the potential of  
community energy under ‘plau-

sible’ settings, we used existing 
scenarios developed by the Fore-
sight Sustainable Energy Man-
agement and the Built Environ-
ment project* (‘Foresight scenar-
ios’, hereafter). The Foresight 
scenarios provide potential 
changes in the UK’s energy sys-
tem and built environment over 
the period to 2050. They consist 
of  four scenarios (Resourceful 
Regions, Sunshine State, Green 
Growth, Carbon Creativity) 
which were derived by consider-
ing two axes of  uncertainty: (a) 
the extent to which new invest-
ment seeks to optimise existing 
systems or to establish new sys-
tems; and (b) the extent to which 

the geo-politics of  energy is ori-
ented towards openness and 
interdependency, or bounded 
and independent national posi-
tions. (Figure 1)

At the workshop, we ex-
plored possible community en-
ergy experience under each sce-
nario by asking: What spaces are 
available for community energy 
under each scenario? In what 
ways might community energy 
use such spaces?

In the following four sec-
tions, we present summaries of  
the Foresight scenarios followed 
by the potential community en-
ergy spaces and experiences that 
were discussed at the workshop.

At our workshop, we 
asked: What spaces 
are available for 
community energy 
under each scenario? 
In what ways might 
community energy 
use such spaces?
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* Foresight (2008). 
Powering Our Lives: 
Sustainable Energy 
Management and the 
Built Environment. 
(London, Government 
Office for Science)
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Resourceful Regions 
Foresight Scenario 

This is a world in which political trust has diminished on 
a world scale, although bilateral trade continues. Most UK 
energy comes from fossil fuels with innovation being focused 
on the optimisation of  existing systems. These are used more 
efficiently than in the past, but the focus is more on energy 
security and the cost of  fuel. English sub-regions have a high 
degree of  autonomy, matching Scotland and Wales. In situa-
tions of  resource scarcity, regional trade in fuel carries con-
siderable leverage. Some regions do deals with overseas coun-
tries on energy supplies. In the built environment, retrofitting 
rather than new build is the preferred approach. New build-
ings are increasingly built in a local vernacular style, and 
there is urban green space to tackle overheating. Living con-
ditions vary widely as regions have their own economic struc-
tures and differing levels of  economic success. 

Community Energy in Resourceful 
Regions – “Well, some.. ”

Some regions see communities involved in energy supply 
and consumption reduction, although the scale and the scope 
of  their projects vary in different regions.  In other words, the 
diversity and the success of  community energy depend on 
regional variations, such as effectiveness of  Local Authorities 
in partnerships; availability of  energy resources; social, insti-
tutional innovations; the strengths of  pro-environmental val-
ues; political experimentation; and execution of  devolved 
power, which opens up opportunities for learning. 

There are a number of  reasons that drive communities 
to get involved in energy systems. First, communities feel 
confident playing a role in a decentralised world where po-
litical authority is closer to them. Similarly, regional identity 
and independency foster community feeling, and help shape 
co-operatives and community-stake. Second, alarmed by 
resource scarcity, communities become more interested in 
energy saving. For example, out of  sense of  frustration, indi-
vidual and collective participation in energy demand reduc-
tion flourishes in regions with poor energy resources. At the 
same time, communities in regions with good renewable re-

sources are more relaxed about their energy consumption in 
a sense that they would demand exploitation of  their share of 
energy. Third, there are good opportunities for community 
energy in this world partly due to social values of  self-
reliance and partly due to the increased availability of  local 
energy infrastructure and systems such as micro-grids. 

In terms of  management structures of  community en-
ergy, rather than owning/leading their own projects, com-
munities are working in partnerships with, for example, Local 
Authorities or utilities. This is because communities feel com-
fortable working with Local Authorities due to a prevailing 
municipality feel. When communities are not directly in-
volved, they often share benefits of  large utility develop-
ments, often in a form of  compensation.

Types of community energy in Re-
sourceful Regions

Community energy, although small scale, fills the gaps 
left by municipal utilities because of  their insufficient re-
sources to implement energy policies and use provision in 
full. So where energy resources and partnerships are avail-
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Resourceful 
Regions
World political trust 
has diminished and 
most UK energy 
comes from fossil 
fuels. Living conditions 
vary widely as regions 
have their own eco-
nomic structure and 
resources to draw on.

Figure 1: Overview of the Foresight Scenarios
Picture courtesy of Foresight Sustainable Energy Management in 
the Built Environment Project (2008), Final Project Report

Picture courtesy of Foresight Sustainable Energy Management in the Built Environment Project (2008), Final Project Report
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able, communities take part in energy production. Notably, 
community energy generation is not exclusively about renew-
able, low carbon technologies and communities also take part 
in energy generation projects using conventional energy re-
sources. For example, the top five biggest shareholders of  
‘Yorkshire Community Coal’ are local communities. 

Community involvement is more effective in energy de-
mand reduction than in energy supply, driven by a serious 
concern about resource scarcity and competition between 
regions. For example, communities participate in retrofitting 
of  neighbourhoods and saving energy to generate tradable 
surplus between regions. 

Sunshine State 
Foresight Scenario

International solidarity has fallen by the wayside in re-
sponse to climate change and expensive energy. There is an 
emphasis on localism to respond to energy problems. Energy 
efficiency measures are universal. Retrofitting is sometimes 
done alongside adaptation work to help buildings cope with 
warmer and wetter conditions. Green roofs and parks are 
common to counter flooding. New build commonly uses off-
site construction methods, often from overseas. People are 
active energy users and know about the energy use of  every-
thing they own. Many belong to local ‘time banks’ (where 
people use their time, rather than currency, as a form of  
transaction) or use local currencies. Innovation has led not 
only to the introduction of  novel technologies but also new 
organisations, ideas and approaches. 

Community energy in Sunshine State 
– “massive space!”

Community energy is thriving in this world. Communi-
ties are creatively, proactively involved in various sustainable 
energy projects and initiatives as long as doing so makes sense 
locally. People also appreciate that community energy helps 
local job creation and skills development as well as reducing 
energy bills and supplying energy. 

Political agendas (localism and decentralisation), social 
innovation, social values and locally available renewable re-

sources drive community energy. For example, localism is 
fertile breeding ground for community initiatives (e.g. local 
groups, local action), but it sometimes makes community en-
ergy relying too much on placed-based energy resources and 
financial provisions. The origins of  localism also have differ-
ent influences on the nature and the types of  actions taken by 
communities. For example, Scandinavian or German local-
isms deliver different culture and aspects of  community par-
ticipation in alternative energy systems. 

Social innovations also stimulate community energy.  For 
example, local energy trading enhances energy awareness 
locally and the communities build their capacity whilst setting 
up diverse formal organisational structures (e.g. social enter-
prises, co-operatives). Some communities run energy projects 
in collaboration with utilities (e.g. utilities’ paying for people 
to work on retrofits), but a high proportion of  community 
energy, in particular, renewable projects are ‘community 
owned’. The community ownership and the community 
share of  finance make community energy become more pro-
fessionalised, and so raise a question about whether this is a 
sign of  breakthrough for community energy to get established 
as a key player within energy systems.

Types of Community Energy in Sun-
shine State

There are plenty of  opportunities for communities to 
take part in both energy supply and demand reduction. 
Communities tend to first get involved in energy demand 
reduction, then move on to becoming renewable, low carbon 
energy producers. It is not uncommon to see low carbon en-
ergy technologies are deployed by communities, such as local 
biomass, green waste schemes, anaerobic digesters, mixed 
distribution, etc. Some rural communities producing energy 
make profits by selling surplus to urban areas. To save energy 
collectively, neighbourhood activities are carried out which fit 
with other innovative social movements such as time banks 
and local currencies. 
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Sunshine State
There is an emphasis 
on localism to re-
spond to energy 
problems. Innovation 
has led not only to the 
introduction of novel 
technologies but also 
new organisations, 
ideas and ap-
proaches. 
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Green Growth 
Foresight Scenario

In this world, fossil fuel depletion and climate change are 
serious concerns. Novel technologies and systems are re-
garded as the way to deal with them. Social values emphasise 
universalism and benevolence. There is an emphasis on de-
coupling economic growth from carbon emissions and a sub-
stantial carbon tax to drive change. By 2050 the building 
industry reflects these developments and there are now many 
highly energy-efficient new houses and other buildings and 
less emphasis on retrofitting old property. People take respon-
sibility for their energy use. Most energy comes from renew-
able sources including big projects such as the Severn Bar-
rage, offshore wind farms, and solar energy farms in Africa. 

Community Energy in Green Growth 
– “Yes, but... ”

Community energy exists, but it is limited to niches. 
Communities interested in joining energy systems struggle in 
a world of  large scale energy production and so need social, 
economic incentives to survive. For this reason, it is likely that 
the diffusion of  small scale energy is driven by the market 
rather than by community based/led approaches. In this 
world some people find community energy unnecessary be-
cause government has taken care of  energy supply and secu-
rity (“Why bother!”). However, others still see the benefits of  
community energy particularly where local power systems 
are unreliable due to a structural or market failure.

Types of community energy in Green 
Growth

The political regime that encourages large scale renew-
ables and social values (universalism and benevolence) dis-
courages community based microgeneration. This diverts 
communities’ attention to energy demand reduction. 

With the help of  technologies, communities of  interest 
seem to have more opportunities to get involved in energy 
systems. Some of  such communities are ‘virtual’ groups and, 
although not common, some of  them manage to own large 

scale wind turbines. Whilst place-based communities have 
limited opportunities, some communities take part in local 
microgeneration from waste and the modification of  energy 
grids. 

Communities which are active in energy demand reduc-
tion also use information technology. For instance, energy 
avatars - a small hand-held gadget - assist by creating infor-
mation rich spaces for communities, improving the transpar-
ency of  energy use between communities, and improving 
energy literacy. Communities take various actions in order 
not to get power outages through changing routine domestic 
chores, e.g. car sharing and communal cooking/ freezing/ 
cleaning. Undertaking these activities is possible because of  
well developed social networks. The availability of  energy/
financial resources is also important, especially, where tension 
between big government and individuals is likely. 

Carbon Creativity 
Foresight Scenario 

Decarbonisation is a major theme in this world, 
prompted by a carbon market in which all goods and services  
carry a carbon price. There has been considerable invest-
ment in Carbon Capture and Storage. Renewables are small 
in scale and volume and little renewable power is connected 
to the grid. There has been a boom in carbon consultancy, in 
which there are EU-recognised qualifications and London is 
the centre of  world carbon trading. Europe also plays a ma-
jor role in regulating energy markets. Energy costs and regu-
lation have driven substantial retrofitting and renewal of  the 
existing built stock, both domestic and commercial. High-
density, mixed-use developments are popular because of  their 
community feel as well as their energy efficiency and proxim-
ity to transport nodes. 

Carbon Creativity – “Maybe or 
maybe not.”

There were two contrasting views at the workshop on 
the feasibility of  community energy under Carbon Creativity 
and we present both separately.
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Green Growth
Fossil fuel depletion 
and climate change 
are serious concerns. 
Novel technologies 
and systems are 
regarded as the way 
to deal with them. 
Social values empha-
sise universalism and 
benevolence. 
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Maybe not ....: In this world top-down approaches are 
commonly used which is not helpful for creating spaces for 
community energy. In this centralised world, room for ma-
noeuvre to undertake community energy is limited and po-
litical tension/ polarisation negatively affects community 
energy. Some community energy practitioners devote more 
time to political lobby rather than ‘doing something’. Strong 
counterculture also provides hostile environments for com-
munity energy to breed. The fact that people are generally 
passive and ‘consumers’ does not help community energy 
either. So it is mainly individual households rather than 
communities who take part in sustainable energy initiatives. 

Maybe ... : Community energy is mediated largely by 
costs and social values, but it is limited in the ‘radical, mar-
ginal’ niche driven by paternalism under the influence of  
existing energy systems. It is individualistic, unfocused, driven 
by local opportunities (i.e. ‘pockets’ of  community energy). In 
a way community energy in this world is similar to commu-
nity energy in the early 2010s. When  communities find it 
difficult to secure funding, community energy is possible for 
only those who can afford it, for example, having resources 
(e.g. land, properties, cash flow) and legal structures (e.g. so-
cial enterprise, community interest cooperatives), which may 
be at odds with general assumptions about the informality of 
communities. One of  the main drivers of  community energy 
is to reduce carbon costs and emissions. 

Types of Community Energy in 
Carbon Creativity

Community energy is more about energy demand re-
duction than energy supply.  Participants in community en-
ergy projects need to be creative and work hard to find ways 
for community energy. 

Energy supply from renewables is largely from central-
ised production and partly from small scale distributed pro-
duction (i.e. business as usual). There is not much space for 
community energy supply in this world. Communities often 
generate energy from waste or provide waste to energy pro-
jects because there are more waste produced alongside con-
sumerism. Some communities make a profit by renting roof  
spaces to energy generation projects. Community heating is 

usually considered as unviable where easier options, such as 
retrofitting programmes, are available. 

Community based personal carbon allowance enables 
collective action to cut energy demand. Communities tend to 
work with local businesses rather than householders to save 
energy. The scope of  demand reduction is around the built 
environment and depends on contracts with various players 
(business, government tariffs, energy service companies, etc.). 
Communities use various approaches, such as behaviour 
change; managing high density developments which also 
fosters community spirit; insulation programmes; smart me-
tering; energy-backed complementary currencies. Working 
with carbon consultancy also boosts awareness raising. 

How is community energy going to 
contribute to energy systems? 

Some of  you may feel a bit confused after visiting four 
different worlds whilst reading this short briefing. Well, to 
help you, we compare the outcomes of  the workshop in Ta-
ble 1, and go back to the aim of  the workshop which is to 
explore the ‘potential of  community energy’ in different set-
tings. 

It appears that, in the workshop participants’ views, 
there are spaces for community energy in all four scenarios 
and so one could say that, regardless of  its scale and type, 
community energy may have the potential for contributing to 
energy systems in various situations. There are practical rea-
sons for communities taking part in sustainable energy, for 
example, resource scarcity, energy security and costs. Tech-
nology development and policy agendas also help to initiate, 
develop and maintain community energy. However, as we 
have seen in the Sunshine State scenario, social values and 
innovations are equally important for community energy to 
prosper. 

Diversity is again the word to describe the types of  
community energy. At the same time, there is a similarity in 
communities’ activities across the four different worlds. 
Communities tend to be more involved in energy demand 
reduction and efficiency than energy production, with an 
exception of  those in the Sunshine State scenario. In general, 
community energy generation is more to help difficult situa-
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Carbon Creativity
Decarbonisation is a 
major theme in this 
world, prompted by a 
carbon market in 
which all goods and 
services carry a car-
bon price. There has 
been considerable 
investment in Carbon 
Capture and Storage. 

Picture courtesy of Foresight Sustainable Energy Management in the Built Environment Project (2008), Final Project Report



6

For more information
please contact us:

Adrian Smith
SPRU
University of  Sussex
Brighton BN1 9QE

Tel: 01273 877065
Email: a.g.smith@sussex.ac.uk

tions when local power outages occur 
due to unreliable centralised energy 
systems rather than to substitute or re-
place part of  the existing system. To 
varying degrees, community energy 
continues to struggle to find its place 
due to difficulties in working with other 
stakeholders or lack of  financial re-
sources. However, such difficulties make 
them to be creative and innovative. 

There are still many uncertainties 
which need to be further addressed, for 
example, equitable share of  energy de-
mand reduction and generation across 
the wider communities including so-
cially, economically, politically marginal-
ised communities. In addition, we need 
to know more about whether and how 
community energy might affect the ex-
isting systems, for example, industry 
practices or policies. Finally and more 
fundamentally, as discussed in the Car-
bon Creativity scenario, there is a ques-
tion of  whether community energy 
could continue to exist and maintain its 
current momentum until 2050 and be-

yond. Well, as we have seen in the four 
scenarios, it depends on many different 
factors (from global climate change, 
finance to social values). This leads to 
further questions as to whether and how 
community energy might generate spe-
cial values which cannot be created by 
centralised or market-based energy sys-
tems. Such special values could poten-
tially include not just ‘energy’ but also 
wider environmental and social values 
which would exceed the concerns about 
the performance efficiency and the cost 
effectiveness of  community energy. 

CISE’s community energy scenario 
development is still in progress. We will 
keep you informed and we might need 
the input from communities which build 
community energy so that we could 
chisel out plausible community energy 
scenarios. 

This briefing was prepared by Jin Park. 
For more information, contact 
j.j.park@sussex.ac.uk

www.grassrootsinnovations.org

Gill Seyfang
School of  Environmental Sciences
University of  East Anglia
Norwich NR4 7TJ

Tel: 01603 592956
Email: g.seyfang@uea.ac.uk
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Resourceful 
Regions

Sunshine State Green Growth Carbon 
Creativity

Intensity Some.... Depending on re-
gional variations

Massive space! Yes, but....   limited in niches. Maybe or maybe not. In radi-
cal niches or nothing at all.

Drivers Regional identity and inde-
pendency; resource scarcity; 
social values; local infra-
structure and energy re-
sources; partnership avail-
ability

Political agendas (localism, 
decentralisation); social val-
ues; social innovations; local 
renewable resources 

Provision availability; tech-
nologies; social values and 
social network

Local opportunities; only for 
those with resources; carbon 
cost; partnership arrange-
ments

Trend More demand reduction than 
supply

Both demand reduction and 
supply 

More demand reduction than 
supply

More demand reduction than 
supply

Energy supply 
examples

Community Coal Local biomass; green waste 
energy; anaerobic digestions, 
mixed distribution

Large scale community wind 
turbines; energy from waste 

Energy from waste or provid-
ing waste for energy projects

Energy demand 
reduction 
examples

Retrofitting of neighbour-
hoods

Neighbourhood energy sav-
ing activities combined with 
social innovations.

Community IT monitoring; 
energy saving domestic rou-
tines at the community level

Behaviour change; managing 
high density developments 
which fosters community 
spirit; insulation pro-
grammes; smart metering; 
energy-backed complemen-
tary currencies

Read our other Research Briefings at 
www.grassrootsinnovations.org

1 Introducing Grassroots Innovations
2 Complementary Currencies for Sustainability
3 Community Innovation for Sustainable 
Energy
4 Innovating Complementary Currencies
5 A Thousand Flowers Blooming
6 A Glimpse Into Grassroots Climate Action
7 Seeing Community Climate Action
8 Measuring Community Energy Impacts
9 What Lessons Get Shared?
10 Intermediation in Shifting Policy Contexts

Table 1:Summary of potential community energy in Foresight scenarios

http://www.grassrootsinnovations.org
http://www.grassrootsinnovations.org
http://www.grassrootsinnovations.org

