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The UK Community Energy Sector
Findings from the 2011 UK survey

The Community Innovation for Sustainable 
Energy (CISE) research project explores the de-
velopment of  community energy projects in the 
UK. As part of  our investigation, we conducted a 
UK-wide survey of  community energy groups 
between June and October 2011 and collected 
information about 190 community energy groups. 
In this briefing we present our key findings with a 
particular focus on the characteristics of  commu-
nity energy groups, in order to assist policy-
making aiming to strengthen and foster the sector.  

Characteristics of the 
community energy sector

Community energy groups are diverse. A 
wide variety of  different types of  community 
groups are involved with community energy, in-
cluding local civil society groups focusing on cli-
mate change, low carbon activities and general 
sustainability issues, eg Transition Towns; renew-
able energy cooperatives, community interest 
companies and partnerships; related non-energy 

groups e.g. local conservation or allotment groups;  
local branches of  national campaigns e.g. 10:10; 
groups or organisations who own or manage (or 
build) community buildings, such as church or 
faith groups, schools and colleges, village halls, 
social clubs, social housing; Statutory and non-
statutory councils below the district level e.g. par-
ish or town councils; Community Development 
Trusts and Community Associations; projects set 
up by local authorities but mainly run by local 
communities e.g. Local Agenda 21 groups; and 
partnerships with public organisations with rela-
tively strong community leadership.

The vast majority (89%) identified themselves 
as communities of  place, rather than communities 
of  interest. There was a wide geographical distri-
bution of  projects across the UK (Figure 1). Over-
all, 75% were located in England, with 18% in 
Scotland, 4% in Wales, and 3% in Northern Ire-
land. Almost two thirds of  our respondents were 
rurally located, and a quarter in urban areas.

Community energy 
has been supported 
by successive UK 
governments aiming 
to harness its 
potential to support 
sustainable energy 
transitions. Our survey 
of UK community 
energy groups aims to 
provide robust 
evidence of the 
scope, scale, 
character, activities 
and challenges faced 
by the sector, to 
support such 
policymaking. 
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We present key findings of the CISE (Community Innovations for Sustainable Energy) project’s 
UK survey of community energy groups, to identify their scope, scale, character and activities. 
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Figure 1: Geographical distribution of community energy projects in 
our survey (n=190)

Survey and sampling methods 
An online survey of UK community energy 
groups was conducted between June and 
October 2011. 

We asked open- and closed- ended questions 
about the community groups themselves, their 
sustainable energy projects, their networking 
activities, and their success factors and ob-
stacles. 

We sampled a wide range of groups and pro-
jects. Our criteria for inclusion was that the 
community group should be involved in a sus-
tainable energy project (at any stage) and also 
that they should be the main, collective bene-
ficiaries of the project outcomes. 

We compiled a list of 212 climate change, low 
carbon or sustainability organisations and 
agencies which were potentially involved in 
community energy projects. We also found 
234 community groups and organisations in-
volved in community energy. 

We invited them to complete the survey, or 
send the survey to their members, and our 
survey response totalled 190. 

UK Community Energy Survey: Key findingsUK Community Energy Survey: Key findings

1. Community energy is a diverse sector, with a wide vari-
ety of different types of organisations involved, from 
local climate change groups to churches, local authori-
ties and allotment groups.

2. The sector is principally instigated by civil society activ-
ists and groups: 93% were set up by individuals or pre-
existing community groups.

3. Two-thirds are formally constituted (necessary for fund-
ing and tax purposes), while a third are operating as 
informal associations.

4. Geography matters: nine out of ten describe themselves 
as ‘communities of place’ rather than ‘interest’.

5. Three quarters of the UK’s projects are in England, and 
two-thirds are rurally-located.

6. Groups have a wide variety of objectives and motiva-
tions in addition to sustainability, including community 
development, tackling fuel poverty, promoting local re-
silience, or simply improving a community building.

7. Two-thirds of groups are working on both supply-side 
and demand-side measures for sustainable energy.

8. The most common energy generation technology is 
photovoltaic (PV) electricity. The most widely-used en-
ergy conservation/efficiency measures were raising 
awareness through newsletters, public meetings and 
demonstrations.

9. Three-quarters of the groups felt they were successfully 
achieving their objectives, and the same proportion felt 
their projects would be successful.

10. Half the groups planned to go on to try other sustain-
able energy projects in the future.

11. Networking is a significant activity: three-quarters were 
involved in networking with other community enegry 
groups, networks or other intermediary organisations.

12. Community energy projects give and receive help to 
other projects, 80% of which are in their own county.

13. Over half (58%) are involved with national networks or 
intermediary bodies, and benefit from training, re-
sources, information, advice, lobbying and publicity.

14. The key UK-wide networking bodies for community 
energy are the Transition Network, Community Energy 
Scotland, Energy Saving Trust, Low Carbon Communi-
ties Network and Energyshare.

15. Three-quarters of projects had received grant funding.

16. The sector comprises mainly small and voluntarily-run 
organisations. Three quarters have 10 or fewer core 
active members; over two-thirds have no paid staff.

17. A third of the projects have grown over the last year, 
and over half remained stable.

18. The main success factors reported were: a strong or-
ganising group with key skills and commitment; good 
project management; support from other organisations 
and an enabling policy context.

19. The principal obstacles faced were: lack of resources 
(time, volunteers, technical expertise); technical issues 
with the project; changes in government policy; plan-
ning and other bureaucratic hurdles, and public disin-
terest in sustainable energy.
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Community energy origins
The origins of  the groups are very strongly rooted in civil 

society: well over half  (59%) were set up by individuals, and a 
further third (34%) by pre-existing community groups. This 
indicates that the community energy sector is predominantly 
citizen-led and community-based from the outset, and differenti-
ates the sector from top-down community development initia-
tives which tend to be instigated by local authorities or com-
munity development agencies.

The number of  UK community energy projects has risen 
rapidly in the last few years: Figure 3 shows the cumulative 
total of  projects by year, revealing a sharp rise from the mid 
2000s - 79% of  the projects were less than five years old 
(formed 2007-11). The longest-standing project was instigated 
in 1996, and the groups’ average age is 4.2 years.

Indicating the tangible achievements of  the sector, and 
the experiences of  our respondents, 61% of  our respondents 
had successfully set up at least one project, and a quarter 
(25%) were in the middle of  setting up their projects, while 
10% were at the stage of  considering a community energy 
initiative.

Community energy 
objectives

Our survey uncovered a wide range 
of  goals from these community energy 
projects, and for many, sustainable 
energy was not the principal goal. 
From a list of  possible options, re-
spondents identified an average of  
eight objectives per project (see Table 
1). The objectives are grouped into 
broad categories, and overall the main 
objectives were economic (96% gave these 
objectives), followed by environmental 
(88%), social (73%), political (73%) and 
infrastructural (68%) goals. 

The most commonly cited single objective was saving 
money on energy bills (reported by 83% of  projects). Other 
goals given by more than half  the respondents were: reducing 
carbon dioxide emissions (cited by 80%), improving local en-
ergy independence (60%), community empowerment (57%) 
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Figure 3: Cumulative total of community energy groups in our survey, by year (n=186)

Objective % of re-
spondents

Economic 96%
Saving money on energy bills 83%

Generating income for community 52%

Tackling fuel poverty 47%

Skills development 31%

Local job creation 27%

Environmental 88%
Reducing carbon dioxide emissions 80%

Improving the local environment 48%

Social 73%
Community wellbeing and health 43%

Improving education 40%

Social cohesion 39%

Social inclusion 37%

Creating volunteering opportunities 29%

Political 73%
Community empowerment 57%

Influencing sustainability/energy policies 44%

Community leadership 27%

Infrastructural 68%
Improving energy security 60%

Community building refurbishment 33%

Table 1: Objectives of UK community energy groups

Figure 1: Who set up the community energy group/project?
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and generating income for the community (52%). Substantial 
minorities also aimed to improve their local environment, 
tackle fuel poverty, influence wider sustainability and climate 
change policies, improve community health and wellbeing, 
etc.

Community energy activities
Community energy groups were involved in both supply-

side and demand-side activities: 82% reported sustainable 
energy generation activities, and 86% were working on 
energy-conservation and efficiency measures. Two thirds 
(68%) of  the groups were engaged in both areas, revealing the 
holistic and multi-faceted nature of  the sector. 

Turning first to a breakdown of  the projects involved in 
energy generation, we found that projects were using an aver-
age of  1.9 renewable technologies each (see Figure 4), and the 
field was clearly dominated by installations of  solar photovol-
taic renewable technologies (71%). The next most common 
types were solar thermal, ground source heat pumps, onshore 
wind, air source heat pumps, biomass and hydroelectric 
power. Previous research has highlighted solar thermal as the 
most common renewable energy technology employed by 
community energy groups, but it appears that recent policy 
changes and financial incentives towards solar electricity has 
shaped the current market for community-based energy ini-
tiatives.

In contrast, the projects working on energy conservation 
and efficiency demonstrated a more diverse set of  activities, 
with an average 7.3 measures each (see Figure 5). Among 
these projects, the two most common initiatives were newslet-
ters (66%) and public meetings (65%), followed by using en-
ergy efficient appliances, stalls at events and wall/loft insula-
tion. Many of  these activities are concerned with 
information-provision, adopting an information-deficit ap-
proach to behaviour change and energy conservation. Such 
awareness-raising initiatives are perhaps less tangible and 
demanding than activities requiring installation of  new tech-
nologies, or learning new skills, and technological solutions 
(eg energy monitors, energy auditing, carbon footprinting and 
thermal imaging) were less popular. 

Community energy success?	
Encouragingly, over three quarters of  the respondents 

(75%) felt that they were achieving their objectives quite well 
or very well, and only 7% felt they were not meeting their 
aims. Similarly, 77% felt positive that their projects would be 
successful or very successful, while only 8% felt they would 
not succeed. 

Looking forward, of  the respondents who had ‘future 
plans’ in terms of  sustainable energy, 52% planned to try out 
other energy-saving approaches or sustainable energy tech-
nologies, and a further 29% planned to expand their existing 

Figure 4: Energy generation 
(supply-side) activities (n=146, %)

Figure 5: Energy saving and efficiency 
(demand-side) activities (n=163, %)
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activities. A fifth (19%) just wanted to focus on consolidating 
their current activities.

Networking and partnerships
Community energy groups often work in partnership 

with other organisations, averaging 2.7 partners per project. 
These partnerships were most prominently with Local 
Authorities (60%), and other community groups (53%), but 
also with businesses (36%), schools (29%), NGOs/charities 
(26%), and national government departments (24%). The 
majority (88%) of  respondent groups were leading their sus-
tainable energy projects within these partnerships, and bene-
fited from the relationship in terms of  training, specialist ad-
vice, resources and information, funding, etc.

Networking is a key activity for the UK’s community 
energy sector: almost three quarters of  our survey respon-
dents (73%) were engaged in some form of  networking with 
other community energy groups and/or with organisations 
and networks. 

First, interactions with other community initiatives were 
significant. Overall, 40% of  our sample had received help 
from other community groups (averaging 1.9 sources of  
help), and 38% had provided help to other community 
groups (averaging 2.2 recipients). Networking with other 
community energy groups within their locality (i.e. villages, 
towns, cities) and county is more significant than national or 
UK-wide project-to-project networking. More than 80% of  
our respondents’ networking activities (both giving and re-

ceiving help) occurred within their own counties. Three 
community groups stood out as frequently-mentioned pro-
viders of  help: OVESCO (Ouse Valley Energy Services 
Company), Low Carbon Oxford North and Low Carbon 
West Oxford. The kinds of  help exchanged between commu-
nities included tangible support such as useful contacts, lease 
documents, grant application forms, equipment and office 
space; in addition, communities shared ideas and gained in-
spiration from each other.

Second, links with intermediary organisations and na-
tional networks were also important. More than half  the re-
spondents (58%) reported active networking with such or-
ganisations (averaging 2.9 each) as members and/or partners,  
or as subjects of  case studies written by the organisations and 
receivers of  grants or awards. In addition to receiving techni-
cal advice, respondents were involved in lobbying, campaign-
ing, networking and various publicity activities through the 
organisations.  Community Action Groups Oxfordshire and 
Oxfordshire Climate Xchange were the most commonly-
named regional (sub-national) organisations. 

At country-level and UK-wide, a handful of  significant 
network hubs were evident (see Figure 6). The Transition 
Network was the most commonly named organisation 
(named by 12 respondents) followed by Community Energy 
Scotland (11) and the Energy Saving Trust (10). Other key 
hubs were the Low Carbon Communities Network, Energy-
share, the Development Trusts Association Scotland, the 
Centre for Sustainable Energy, Co-operatives UK, Carbon 

RE
SE

AR
CH

BR
IEF

IN
G 

16
 N

ov
em

be
r 2

01
2

Figure 6: Diagram showing community energy groups’ networking with country-level and UK-wide organisations
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Leapfrog, Community Powerdown Scotland and Locality. 
Whilst six of  these organisations specialise in sustainable en-
ergy, it is notable that community development organisations 
(e.g. Transition Network and Development Trusts Association 
Scotland, Locality), and business associations (e.g. Coopera-
tives UK) also played a key role. 

Figure 6 also shows that communities in Scotland, Wales 
and Northern Ireland tend to work with organisations based 
in their own country, whereas communities in England ap-
peared to be engaged with the UK-wide organisations (which 
tend to be located in England) as well as organisations operat-
ing only in England. The over-reliance on country-specific 
organisations suggests that there is some isolation of  commu-
nity energy groups in Scotland, Northern Ireland and Wales 
from organisations whose remit is to support community en-
ergy UK-wide.  This may reflect greater convenience and 
better support from local national organisations which are 
better connected with local policy domains.

Sharing knowledge and experience
The majority of  our respondents (71%) undertook activi-

ties to raise their profile and share their experiences, through 
a variety of  channels -  the most common activity was gain-
ing publicity through their networks. Face-to-face contact and 
direct community engagement was also important to com-
munity energy projects, and a key element of  what they do, 
indicating that local knowledge and networking is crucial for 
the success of  these projects. However, indirect contacts such 
as media and websites were more commonly used (79% of  
those engaged in publicity) than direct person-to-person ap-
proaches (28%).

Influencing Policy
We explored whether and how the community energy 

sector was active in trying to influence wider sustainability or 
climate change policies. Almost half  the survey respondents 
(45%) stated that they were indeed engaging with policy ei-
ther directly or indirectly. A third of  these reported that they 
did this by being a member of  an organisation or network 
(thereby demonstrating the importance of  intermediary or-
ganisations for the sector), and a quarter cited involvement in 
Local Authority planning and development plans, and re-
sponding to government consultations or being involved with 

a government department. Others were lobbying MPs and 
MEPs, or attending events or campaign meetings in support 
of  sustainability policies.

Scale and Resources
We found that a third of  our respondents (35%) were 

operating as informal groups (comprising 20% working inde-
pendently and 15% working as part of  a large formal initia-
tives or programmes), and two-thirds had a formal group 
structure (e.g. charitable incorporated organisation, limited 
company with a social purpose, community benefit society, 
etc.). Some indicated that they were in the process of  registra-
tion or planning to get registered as a group, for funding or 
tax purposes. This indicates that institutionalisation may be 
required to achieve the group’s objectives.

Two thirds of  the community energy groups currently 
received grant funding (69%), and other significant income 
sources were from energy generation (34%), and donations 
(23%). It is noteworthy that many of  these income streams 
are intermittent (e.g. funding, sales income, sponsorship, 
prizes) or represent sums that need repaying (e.g. share offer, 
loans), and some respondents indicated that they were relying 
on the generosity of  core members and parent organisations. 
This indicates that groups are demonstrating resilience and 
adaptability in the face of  changing external conditions and 
opportunity structures.

Grant funding is clearly the major source of  financial 
support of  these projects, and of  the whole sample, 72% had 
been successful in winning grant funding, while a further 
10% had applied but been unsuccessful (this might indicate a 
bias towards ‘winners’ in our sample, and highlight the need 
to study more failed projects to understand their struggles). 
This finding reflects the timing of  our survey, and while 
grant-winners feature heavily in our sample, the future of  
community energy seems to be moving away from a grant-
funded model, towards economically sustainable business 
models involving revenue-generation (the majority listed in-
come generation as an objective), but success at achieving this 
source of  income is perhaps only starting to be evident. 

Since these projects are community-based initiatives, we 
seek to understand their scale in terms of  three dimensions of 
participation: active core members and employees (see Fig-
ures 7 and 8). The majority relied on a small number of  core 
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14%

13%

68%

None
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Figure 7: Number of core members who are 
active in working towards the project’s goals

Figure 8: Number of paid staff working on the 
community energy project
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active members (73% had ten or fewer committed individuals 
who spend time, and share their experience, skills and exper-
tise to run their community energy projects), and the sector is 
mainly run on a voluntary basis (68% had no paid staff). En-
couragingly for the sector, a third of  the groups (32%) had 
grown over the last year, and over half  (57%) have remained 
stable.

Community energy sector analysis
In order to grasp the range and extent of  key factors and 

issues that have influenced the development of  community 
energy sector, we undertook a SWOT (strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities and threats) analysis, asking groups to identify 
the key internal and external factors, which had both positive 
and negative impacts on their projects (see Table 2).

Community energy’s (internal) strengths related mainly 
to group factors (48% listed these), and in particular, to the 
qualities of  the group such as dedication and commitment, 
determination, good communication, strong leadership, a 
good reservoir of  skills to draw on, talented individuals and so 
on. Project-specific strengths tended to relate to the impor-
tance of  good project management. External success factors 
(opportunities) were mainly to do with support from other 

organisations (42% gave this success factor), and a supportive 
policy context which enabled community energy (30%).

Obstacles to be overcome were more straightforward, 
and were overwhelmingly internal weaknesses of  community 
energy projects: namely, project-related obstacles (reported by 
71% of  respondents) around a lack of  finance, volunteers, 
expertise, and technical issues. External threats to the com-
munity energy projects were reported by 33%, and these cov-
ered uncertainties around policy changes, planning and bu-
reaucracy hurdles, but most strikingly, a sense of  wider public 
apathy and lack of  interest in community energy (26%).

Policy implications
Community energy has been supported by successive 

UK governments aiming to harness its potential to support 
sustainable energy transitions. Our survey of  UK community 
energy groups aims to provide robust evidence of  the scope, 
scale, character, activities and challenges faced by the sector, 
to support such policymaking. Our research has revealed sev-
eral key issues to be addressed when considering the further 
development of  the sector.

Community energy is not reducible to a single 
entity. This is a highly diverse sector representing many 
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Success factors Obstacles

Group factors 48% Group management, direction 3%
Qualities of the group 37%

Skills of group members 17% Project obstacles 71%
Group vision 4% Need time/volunteers 18%

Project factors 19% Need funding/access to finance 31%

Good project management 10% Need expertise/technical advice 8%

Specific technical factors 7% Issues specific to the project 17%

Community engagement 5% Need to engage with community 2%

Local external factors 4% External obstacles 33%
Alternative culture / social capital 3% Government policy changes 14%

Geographical location 2% Planning restrictions/hurdles 10%

Support factors 42% Other bureacracy 8%

Parent/linked organis’n support 6% Lack of support from other actors 4%

Community support 9% Public apathy/attitudes/NIMBYs 26%

Local organisations’ support 9%

Local authority’s support 4%

Networking organisation’s support 15%

Consultants’ support 6%

Policy factors 30%
Availability of funding/grants 24%

Policy support eg FITs 10%

Wider contextual factors 10%
Rising energy prices/recession 8%

Awareness of energy/climate issues 4%
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types of  actor and organisational forms, multiple sets of  ob-
jectives (not all of  which relate to energy), and many differ-
ent practical strategies and technologies to achieve their 
goals. It is therefore exceedingly difficult to pinpoint specific 
features of  the sector as a whole, or to aggregate these di-
verse groups and their activities into simple categories. 

Although some groups do have ambitions to ex-
pand and grow, and others aim to deepen and offer 
suites of  sustainable energy initiatives, others are 
simply providing local solutions to local needs as an 
end in itself, and have no desire to expand in the way that 
policymakers might hope. Community energy is not neces-
sarily a tool to be wielded by energy ministers aiming for 
widespread change; some of  the sector is content to remain 
small and self-contained.

Joined-up thinking is needed among govern-
ment departments; the community energy sector ad-
dresses policy goals covering a number of  different govern-
ment departments, not solely energy and climate change. 
There is a challenge here for government and the sector to 
relate to each other more effectively to best achieve the sus-
tainability goals (including but extending beyond energy) of  
these groups. 

Performance measurement and project moni-
toring must acknowledge multiple objectives, for 
example, and avoid using single-dimensional criteria (such as 
carbon dioxide emissions reduced or kilowatt hours of  en-
ergy produced) when multi-criteria appraisals would be more 
appropriate to capture the full range of  outcomes.

The civil society basis of  the sector is funda-
mental to its character and to its success at engag-
ing with local communities, and makes the sector quite 
distinct from the large energy companies these community 
groups are aiming to work alongside. This uneven playing 
field points to vulnerabilities and tensions inherent in this 
model – the growth potential of  voluntary associations is 
uncertain, and there are hurdles to be overcome in becoming 
more businesslike and commercial. 

There is a limit to how much groups can 
achieve on their own. While a good strong group is a 
major strength, there are project-related weaknesses (lack of  
time, volunteers, money, material resources) that are difficult 

to meet internally. External sources of  support are required 
to succeed and this indicates the strong need for consistent 
policy support, as well as intermediary networks, to ensure 
community energy projects have the resources they need to 
progress and achieve their objectives. 

Community energy needs to link to other local 
development agencies and bodies, including commu-
nity development workers, but these are services that have 
experienced cuts in the recent climate. Nevertheless, a seri-
ous community energy policy would ensure a deep commu-
nity development basis.

The policy shift from grant-funded projects to a 
revenue-generating business model will have seri-
ous implications for projects in the sector, not all of  
whom will be able to adapt to the new policy regime. 

To conclude, our research has revealed a wealth of  civil 
society activity in the field of  sustainable energy, tackling a 
wide range of  sustainable energy and related issues, and 
growing as a sector. With appropriate policy support and 
clear funding streams, and robust intermediary organisations 
to share learning, we are cautiously optimistic that commu-
nity energy can continue to grow and achieve its potential as 
a key player in the transition to a sustainable energy system.

Gill Seyfang
3S, School of  Environmental Sciences
University of  East Anglia
Norwich NR4 7TJ
01603 592956
g.seyfang@uea.ac.uk 

Adrian Smith
SPRU
University of  Sussex
Brighton BN1 9QE
01273 877065
a.g.smith@sussex.ac.uk

www.grassrootsinnovations.org

Read more 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
11 Community Energy Scenarios
12 Community Energy: Taking stock, moving forwards?
13	Global Spread of Community Currencies
14	Mapping Community Currencies
15 Community Currencies and Sustainability

Suggested citation: 
Seyfang, G. and Park, J. (2012) The UK Community Energy Sector 
Grassroots Innovations Research Briefing 16 (Norwich: University of 
East Anglia and Brighton, University of Sussex)

RE
SE

AR
CH

BR
IEF

IN
G 

16
 N

ov
em

be
r 2

01
2


