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Abstract 
 
Considering public policy as a socio-environmental flow this study follows the 

European Union’s wind energy “policy chain”, from formulation to implementation, 

in order to understand the inner dialectics that influence the success or failure of 

such projects in two south-west counties in Ireland. It shows how mobility and place 

inform each other in a two-way process that occasionally mask the underlying 

reasons for wind farm conflicts; with the concerns of local people often dismissed as 

NIMBYist (not in my back yard) prejudice to such developments. Recent literature 

has sought to address this issue, calling for the concept to be reappraised or indeed 

abandoned altogether. This thesis engages with those debates, but also draws from 

a wider body of literature primarily concerned with landscape and planning theory, 

notions of place and mobility, and the economic and cultural geographies of rural 

spaces in order to employ a conceptual and theoretical framework that adequately 

informs this policy analysis.  

 

Studying official records alone does not provide a complete picture as to why wind 

energy policy may succeed or fail. Rather, all policy extends beyond the deliberate 

choices of government actors to what Howlett and Ramesh (2003: 7) describe as 

the “realm of potential choices” (both made and not made) from the complex and 

ever-changing alignments of government and societal actors who negotiate and act 

in these decision-making processes. Basing its findings on extensive archival 

research and semi-structured interviews conducted between 2007 and 2010, this 

thesis investigates how opposition to a given wind farm proposal is often informed 

by narratives of localised, “place-protective actions” (Devine-Wright, 2009) to a 

perceived threat, as a result of the greater enmeshments of place and mobility in 

contemporary rural experiences. In doing so it also shows how these conflicts in 

turn can negatively feed back into the policy cycles at the local, national and 

supranational government scales.  
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Glossary 

AER: Alternative Energy Requirement programme. The now defunct renewable 
energy competition, operated by the Irish government, and precedes the current 
REFIT scheme.  
Ampere (Amp): Measure of electrical current as it flows through a cable. 
An Bord Pleanála: State entity responsible for adjudicating on all local authority 
planning appeals under the 2000 Planning Act. 
Bord Fáilte: Irish Tourist Board. 
CANAG: Castletown and Newcestown Action Group (see Chapter 8)  
Capital Cost: the financial cost of site development and construction, as well as the 
equipment needed to generate electricity. 
Carbon Dioxide (CO2): A colourless, odourless gas that is a by-product of carbon 
based fuel combustion. It also acts as a greenhouse gas preventing solar heat from 
re-radiating back into space and as such is a major contributor to global warming.  
Carbon Intensity: The amount of carbon emitted (by weight) per unit of energy 
consumed. 
CER: Commission for Energy Regulation, established as the Commission for 
Electricity Regulation under the Electricity Regulation Act, 1999, it is responsible for 
regulating the energy market on the island of Ireland. 
Climate Change: refers to the long-term changes in climate patterns occurring in 
the Earth’s atmosphere. Also understood to mean the gradual heating of the Earth’s 
atmosphere, brought on by anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions, i.e. global 
warming. 
Combined Heat and Power (CHP) Plant: An electricity generating plant that is 
designed to produce both heat and electricity from a single heat source. 
cSAC: candidate Special Areas of Conservation, pursuant to the EU Birds Directive 
(79/409/EEC). 
DCENR: Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources (Ireland). 
Directive (92/43/EEC) [EU Habitats Directive]: updated in 2007 and along with the 
Birds Directive it forms the foundation to Europe's nature conservation policy. It 
forms part of two conservation pillars: the Natura 2000 network of protected sites 
and the EU’s strict system of species protection. The directive contributes to the 
protection of over a thousand floral and faunal species as well as over two hundred 
identified "habitat types" (including raised bogs, mires and fens), which have been 
designated as being of European importance. 
Directive (2001/77/EC) [EU Renewable Electricity Directive]: Following from the 
1997 White paper on renewable energy sources the Directive pertained to 
electricity generated from non-fossil renewable energy sources such as wind, solar, 
hydroelectric, biomass, geothermal, wave, tidal, landfill gas, sewage treatment gas 
and other biogas sources. The definitions stipulated in Directive 96/92/EC on 
community-wide market rules for electricity are also applicable to this Directive. 
Directive (2009/147/EC) [EU Birds Directive]: is the updated and expanded version 
of Directive 79/409/EEC, the EU’s oldest piece of nature protection legislation and is 
widely considered one of its most important.  
DoEHLG: Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government (Ireland). 



xi 
 

Electricity Utility: A corporation, individual, agency, authority, or other legal entity 
with the generation, transmission and/or distribution facilities to delivery electric 
energy to the national grid.  
Emissions: the anthropogenic releasing of gases into the atmosphere. In the context 
of climate change, emissions refer the main greenhouse gases as recognised under 
the Kyoto Protocol. 
Energy Sources: The most commonly used energy sources are Fossil fuels (coal, oil, 
natural gas); Renewables (solar, wind, geothermal, biomass, hydro, tidal); and 
Nuclear (fission and fusion). 
Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA): is the process by which the anticipated 
effects on the environment of a proposed development or project are measured. By 
law, each wind farm proposal must complete an EIA before it is considered suitable 
for planning permission. 
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS): document resulting from the EIA process. 
ESB: Electricity Supply Board, Ireland’s semi-state body traditionally charged with 
supplying electricity and maintaining infrastructure. 
ESRI:  Ireland’s Economic and Social Research Institute. 
EU ETS: The European Union Emissions Trading Scheme was established in 2005 and 
is essentially a market-based, carbon trading scheme designed to reduce carbon 
emissions across the EU. Major polluters within the all Member States are obliged 
to purchase annual permits with preset carbon allowances. These companies are 
expected to stay within these allowances or face fines.  
EWEA: European Wind Energy Association. 
Flow: The process whereby a fluid (or gas) is engaged in the act of movement. For 
the purposes of this thesis, it refers to the movement a given policy must adhere to 
here as it proceeds from the purely conceptual to the corporeal. 
Fossil Fuels: carbon-based fuels formed from decayed plants and animals such as 
coal, oil and natural gas. 
Gate 1, 2, and 3: Gates 1, 2 and 3 are part of the Republic of Ireland’s Group 
Processing Approach (GPA) to renewable generator electricity grid connections. 
Global Warming: term given to the current gradual heating of the Earth’s 
atmosphere, brought on by anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions.  
GPA: grid applications are divided into groups based on geographical areas and are 
decided on load-flow impact and short circuit impact estimations for each 
application. 
gW: Gigawatt is the equivalent of One billion (109) watts. 
gWh: Gigawatt hour, commonly used to measure the generating capacity of lager 
individual wind turbines. 
HAWT: Horizontal Axis Wind Turbine. The most common model of large-scale wind 
turbine, the shaft is parallel to the ground with the blades rotating perpendicular to 
the ground; usually consisting of the Danish three-blade configuration. 
Hub: The centre of a wind generator rotor, which sits on top of the shaft and holds 
the blades in place. 
IEA: International Energy Agency 
Incentives: Subsidies and other government supports where the financial assistance 
is indirect, such as tax breaks for investing in a targeted technology. 
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Intergovernmental: Involving two or more governments. In an EU context the role 
of the governments of the Member States is not superseded by any other authority. 
IPCC: The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, accesses the risk of human-
induced climate change from the latest scientific, technical and socio-economic 
information available. 
IWEA: Irish Wind Energy Association. 
Kilowatt (kW): 1000 watts of electricity. 
Kilowatthour (kWh): 1000 watt hours commonly used to measure the generating 
capacity of small-scale individual wind turbines. 
Kondratieff waves (or K-waves): describe a long-range business cycle where a new 
technology influences an expansion of economic activity. This activity eventually 
contracts as newer technologies are rolled out. These cycles last for approximately 
fifty years or so, and then the next “wave” of activity develops. The theory was first 
promoted by the Russian economist whose name the theory bears, Nikolai 
Kondratieff. 
ktoe: Thousand tonnes of oil equivalent 
Megawatt (MW): A unit of power equivalent to 1,000 kilowatts.  
MKTEM: Mount Kid & Townlands Environmental Meitheal (local anti-wind action 
group) 
Mobility: Is the state of being in motion and involves displacement, the act of 
moving from one location to another. Using Cresswell (2006) we can understand 
the concept of mobility through three interrelated explanations: 1. as a non-linear 
brute fact of freely moving from point A to point B; 2. movement as representation 
and meaning, signifying freedom for example; and 3. movement as a way of being 
in the world.   
Multi-level governance: The study of European integration, which recognises the 
level of complexity inherent in the project and that the supranational actors share 
authority with traditional member state governments across the boundaries of the 
entire union.   
National Grid: The electrical distribution network of a given nation or state. 
NHA: Natural Heritage Area, pursuant to the EU Birds Directive (79/409/EEC). NHAs 
have full legal protection from damage starting from the date they are formally 
proposed. To date there are 75 raised bogs and 73 blanket bogs in Ireland with NHA 
status, totalling 60,000 hectares between them. 
OSi: Ordnance Survey of Ireland, the national mapping agency of the Republic of 
Ireland.  
pNHA: proposed Natural Heritage Area are pursuant to the EU Birds Directive 
(79/409/EEC). At present, there are 630 pNHAs that were published on a non-
statutory basis in 1995, but have yet been statutorily proposed or designated. This 
however still influences local authority decisions with regards to spatial planning.  
PPA: Power Purchase Agreement, are legal contracts awarded to electricity 
generators (wind farms etc) and the power purchaser (the ESB prior to the CER 
taking over this responsibility in 1999) for the electricity grid. 
PSO Levy: Public Service Obligations Levy was set up to support the peat industry 
and to a lesser extent renewable energy technologies. This annual levy is set by the 
Commission for Energy Regulation (CER) on the 1st October. 
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REFIT: Renewable Energy Feed In Tariff, Ireland’s feed-in tariff scheme launched in 
May 2006. 
Renewable Energy: Any energy source that can be replenished indefinitely and 
sustainably, such as solar, water flow, wind, waves, and biomass. 
RES: Renewable Energy Sources. 
RES-E: Renewable Energy Sources – Electricity. 
SAC: Special Areas of Conservation, pursuant to the EU Birds Directive 
(79/409/EEC). 
SEAI: The Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland, formerly the Irish Energy Centre 
was established in 2002 as Ireland’s national energy authority. 
SPA: Special Protection Area, pursuant to the EU Birds Directive (79/409/EEC). 
Subsidy: A financial aid granted by governments to firms or individuals in an effort 
to promote a given policy and stimulate investment in a targeted technology. 
Supranational: Refers to an international organization, or union, with member 
states sharing authority with non-state actors (e.g. EU Commission) in order to 
transcend national boundaries and legislate/vote on issues concerning the entire 
union.  
TGC: Tradable Green Certificate schemes are promoted as an alternative to feed-in 
tariffs and other such government investment support schemes practiced across 
much of the European Union. They are equivalent to the Renewable Energy 
Certificates (RECs) operating in the United States and operate along similar lines to 
other carbon dioxide equivalent reduction schemes. However they can only be used 
in the individual countries that promote them and do not have an economic value 
outside those specific jurisdictions. 
TOE: tonne of carbon equivalent. 
UNFCCC: The United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (also 
referred to as the FCCC) is the international environmental treaty that came out of 
the United Nations Conference on Environment and Development (UNCED), 
popularly known as the Earth Summit, held in Rio de Janeiro, 1992. It is also the 
name given to the United Nations Secretariat charged with implementing of the 
Convention. 
Watt (Electric): A unit of (electrical) power.  
WCRE: World Commission on Renewable Energy. 
WEA: World Energy Assessment. 
WEC: World Energy Council. 
Wind energy: The energy that is present in wind as it moves through the 
atmosphere. This energy is captured by wind turbines and converted to mechanical 
energy, which in turn creates electricity from integrated electric power generators.  
WTGs: Wind Turbine Generators 
ZVI: Zone of Visual Influence refers to the area from which a wind farm 
development is visible. 
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Chapter One 

Introduction 
 

 

 

 

 

Geography determines how societies in different parts of the world develop, 
but at the same time how those societies develop determines what geography 
means 

(Morris, 2010b) 
 

 

 

If one considers change from a complexity science perspective then one thinks 
of change as forming patterns and of flowing through time. Like a giant stream 
flowing forever, within the flow of change there will be flows, and flows within 
flows, and eddies and ripples within these, all interweaving to create an overall 
dynamic whole. These flows could well form repeating fractal like patterns over 
a long time period. 

(McMillan, 2006: 76) 
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1.0 An Introduction to the Study 
Energy is widely accepted to be a fundamental human activity. Whether it is from 

the biofuel crops harvested in Kenya and Uganda or the wind turbine arrays found 

across much of Europe and North America, energy and its procurement dominates 

human affairs at a fundamental level that is possibly only matched by food 

production. However, in recent years it has become increasingly seen as somewhat 

problematic especially in terms of anthropogenic climate change resulting from the 

greenhouse gases emitted from the main sources of energy used today, most 

notably coal and hydrocarbon fuels1. Also, there is now a greater understanding of 

our inherent vulnerability to security of supply, beyond the geopolitical concerns of 

the past hundred years or so, resulting from peak-oil and the end of easily-

attainable hydrocarbon energy sources.  

 

Renewable energy technologies are increasingly advocated as offering a viable 

means towards tackling anthropogenic climate change, by cutting our carbon 

emissions and reducing our current over-reliance on fossil fuels, with wind energy 

as the lead technology that can make the most meaningful contribution in the 

short-to-medium term. Despite this need for a radical technological shift in the way 

we produce electricity, many onshore wind farms have proven controversial to the 

local people residing in the rural and often sparsely populated upland areas where a 

majority of the turbines have been proposed to date.  

 

In order to understand why local reactions have so often been largely negative to 

what is more widely seen as a positive energy resource (SEI, 2003) and the national 

(and now increasingly within the context of the European Union – supranational) 

policies designed to tackle those energy issues mentioned earlier, this thesis applies 

a multi-scalar analysis of these initiatives in order to explain why local people have 

responded in this way. By understanding public policy as a socio-environmental flow 

this study endeavours to follow the wind energy “policy chain” in Ireland, from its 

formulation to its implementation, in order to offer a conjectural framework in 

                                                       
1 Those dominant combustible fuel sources derived from ancient decomposed organic matter, most 
notably oil and natural gas, also referred to as fossil fuels. 
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which to understand the inner dialectics that influence the success or failure of 

onshore wind farm developments in two south-west counties in Ireland. It will show 

how mobility and place inform each other in a two-way process, which can 

sometimes mask the underlying reasons for wind farm conflicts and resistances. By 

understanding the dynamics of policy flows, and remaining informed by established 

geographical understandings of space and place, this thesis uses the emergent 

concept of mobility to explore the complex and often uncertain processes at work 

within the contemporary democratic structures (Farrell, 2003) that regulate these 

renewable energy policies. These structures, once thought immutable, have now 

become increasingly susceptible to the “complex interdependencies between, and 

social consequences of, these diverse mobilities” (Urry, 2000: 185). 

 

While the concerns of local people have often been dismissed, or indeed 

discredited, as mere expressions of NIMBYism2 by proponents of wind energy, 

recent literature has sought to address this issue in a less pejorative way, instead 

calling for the concept to be approached more carefully (Devine-Wright, 2005; 

2009). Others have suggested abandoning it altogether (Wolsink, 2006; 2007). This 

thesis will show that opposition to wind farms cannot be explained as merely 

NIMBYist, but rather, as Devine-Wright (2009) and others have suggested, reflects 

the local oppositional dynamics of “place-protective action” to a collectively 

perceived outside threat. From the literature, there now appear to be five clearly-

indentified common themes that concern local opposition to wind farms be they in 

North America, Europe or beyond. These include issues around: 

 

immobility, the site specificity of the resource; immutability, an expectation of 
landscape permanence; solidarity, the close relationship between people and 
the land; imposition, a sense of marginalization; and place identity, a loss of 
security. 

(Pasqualetti, 2011a: 907) 
 

                                                       
2 NIMBY, meaning “not in my back yard”, is a term that has been used to describe an individual who 
seeks to keep an unpopular (usually industrial) development out of his or her locality. First penned 
by Emilie Travel Livezey (1980) the term has repeatedly been used by public relations companies to 
undermine, and ultimately explain away, local protestors as having irrational and selfish reasons for 
carrying out such resistances. It and the debates it informs are discussed in section 3.4.  
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All five themes were explored as part of this research project and were expressed at 

one time or another by those who opposed the wind farm proposals discussed in 

the three case studies that contribute to this thesis. This study also looks at how 

local acceptance or rejection of a given proposal and the actions that are 

subsequently engendered from the negotiated exchanges between the key actors 

involved in turn feed back into the policy cycles of local, national and supranational 

governments. The research area that this project is concerned with contributes just 

under a third of Ireland’s total onshore wind energy capacity and therefore offers 

useful insights into the broader all-island experience, now and in the years to come. 

 

1.1 Background to the Study   
This study is largely concerned with the wind energy policy flows of the European 

Union, since the late 1980s to the present day, and the predominantly rural areas of 

the southwest of Ireland that have been impacted by them. The decision, for the 

most part, to site the vast majority of wind farms away from urban centres and 

instead locate them in rural or upland areas of the country (where grid 

infrastructure is generally poorly developed and local demand considerably less 

than the electricity generated from the installed capacity) has resulted in a number 

of specific issues of conflict for local populations. Given that 70% of the population 

of Ireland still reside in what are classified as rural regions of the country (Eurostat, 

2010) and that recent economic growth saw an increase of inward migration in to 

these regions3 (Meredith, 2006) the likelihood for conflict appears inevitable. In 

fact, Meredith (2006) suggests that there was a 30% increase in rural population 

growth during the period from 1991 to 2006 and it is this period that incorporates 

much of this research project’s timeline of interest.  

 

This population growth also marked a divergence in what Cuddy (2005) has referred 

to as a two tiered rural economy, between those populations who reside within 

commuting distance of one of the major urban centres (and so have access to 

                                                       
3 The population density in Ireland rose from 54.2 inhabitants per km² in 1998 to 65.2 inhabitants per 
km² in 2009 (Eurostat, 2011). 
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greater employment opportunities, government services and cultural pursuits) and 

those communities that lie beyond acceptable commuting distances. This increased 

complexity of what is understood to be, and therefore defined as, rural is addressed 

in greater detail in Chapter Three. It should also be noted here that the overall 

increase in rural population, as alluded to by Meredith (2006) and others, coupled 

with the shift towards multiple rural economies and a resultant “rural sprawl” of 

one-off housing, has impacted significantly on a large number of planning 

applications made by wind developers up to the present day.   

 

 

As economic and population growth was trending upwards during the 1990s and 

2000s the Irish government also had to redefine how it saw its role within the 

evolving structures of the European Union. Greater integration, both socially and 

economically, informed successive governments as to how best they should behave 

in relation to governing the areas under their jurisdiction. An increased emphasis 

began to be placed on how best Ireland should fit into the highly-networked, multi-

Figure 1.1 The changing face of rural electrification, from the 1950s to the present day (Source: ESB 
Archives and Tony McGinley). 
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level governance structures of the European Union. A shift away from indigenous 

legislative practices towards a model of implementing the growing raft of EU 

legislation coming from Brussels occurred at this time, producing some interesting 

developments of their own. It is now no longer possible to analyse the policies of an 

individual member state without also looking at how these initiatives were either 

influenced by or indeed informed along wider European policy. This study 

incorporates both European and Irish wind energy policies through the precept of 

policy constituting a socio-environmental flow in order to trace, and therefore 

understand, the causalities of government action at the various scales within the 

European Union. 

 

This period, the late 1980s to the present day, also saw a shift in attitudes towards 

social, technological and environmental issues and the relationships they share. A 

certain “greening” of public policy in many Member States occurred at this time. 

Increasing environmental concerns such as acid rain, air pollution and the effects of 

nuclear fallout from the Chernobyl disaster informed policy makers and the wider 

public of the need to factor in the environmental impacts of a given policy, 

particularly if it concerned issues around energy exploitation or industrial 

development. While economic and fiscal concerns still maintained precedence 

there was still a significant shift in attitude across the European Union. Theories 

such as ecological modernisation promised policy makers the opportunity to change 

socio-technical systems “from within” by calling for: 

 

the transformation of the old political institutions of the nation-state in 
environmental reforms and the emergence of new sub- and supranational 
political arrangements, the new role of markets and economic actors in 
triggering environmental protection, and the increasing uncertainty and 
insecurity around environmental risks and management strategies following 
the changing role of science  

(Mol and Spaargaren, 2000: 22) 
 

All these developments have informed how wind energy policy has evolved within 

the European Union and in turn has influenced how it has been implemented in 
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individual Member States, which will be examined in greater detail later in the 

thesis. 

 

1.2 Research Approach and the Study’s Objectives 
To reiterate, this study was mainly concerned with following the “policy chain” of 

European Union wind energy policy from the supranational centres of power to the 

local communities where these policies ultimately succeed or fail. Research 

conducted for the project was largely qualitative in focus and involved an extensive 

programme of interviews both at the sites of resistance, referred to in the case 

studies, and at local and national government levels. It also involved in-depth 

documentary analysis, incorporating a detailed literature review and examining the 

policy papers of the various government actors concerned. An analysis of the 

resistance materials generated by the opposition groups involved in protesting 

against the proposed wind farms was also carried out.  

 

This methodological approach was adopted in order to answer a number of key 

research questions that were beginning to form at the early stages of my research. 

The literature sometimes frames qualitative interviewers as either “miners” or 

“travellers” (Kvale, 1996: 3) in pursuit of knowledge. Both metaphors are useful 

here to illustrate how this study progressed and is especially applicable to an 

examination of the mobility and turbulence that occurs in policy implementation. 

From early on in my research I began to see public policy possessing certain 

mobilities as it “moves” from an intellectual/conceptual state to hard action on the 

ground. Its meaning changes and alters as it is continually interpreted and then 

reinterpreted as it flows/migrates along the policy chain. The concept of turbulence, 

to explain how instances of stasis or turgidity occur in a gas or liquid, is a useful 

metaphor for understanding how policy can also be prone to similar disruptive 

occurrences. A note of caution should be observed here with regards to using 

theories from the natural sciences in order to explain what are essentially 

sociological phenomena, since they are not always necessarily cross-compatible. 

However, multidisciplinary approaches to a chosen research topic have long been 
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practiced, especially in medicine. Geography, both in theory and in application, has 

from the beginning been informed by and contributed to both the humanities and 

the natural sciences. Many of the key tinkers I will engage with for this thesis have, 

especially with regards to mobility, applied this approach quite successfully. Indeed, 

it can be argued that the study of wind energy policy requires one to engage with 

both the natural and social sciences at a fundamental level given one must consider 

the physical environments wind farms are to be sited in, the social debates that 

frame the issues arising from these sitings and the material limitations of the 

turbines themselves. 

 

While engaging with the literature I became convinced that the idea of NIMBYism 

did not adequately explain why local resistances occurred so often in relation to 

wind energy policy. Therefore I sought to conduct my own research into the issues, 

choosing an area of Ireland that, to the best of my knowledge, had not been studied 

to any great extent in terms of wind energy policy and its resistances. My own 

research background, prior to conducting my doctoral research, lay predominantly 

in landscape studies at undergraduate level4 and the mechanics of field-work5 at 

the postgraduate, both of which informed my approach to the practicalities of 

doctoral research generally, and wind energy policy more specifically. The counties 

of Cork and Kerry presented a unique opportunity to understand how policy is 

implemented and resisted in Ireland since both counties were early adapters to 

renewable energy when compared to other parts of the country. Also, before 

moving to Cork and starting my doctoral research I lived and worked in County 

Mayo, a part of the country that shares similar wind regimes but did not engage 

with the new wind energy policies in anywhere near the levels practiced in the 

southwest of Ireland. I worked in community development in Mayo and was 

familiar with the issues that often drive local people into conflict with local and 

national government. The Corrib Gas controversy was beginning to grow into a full-
                                                       
4 I received the Dissertation of the Year Award 1997 from the University of Wales, Lampeter, for 
work I conducted on an enclosed urban park in Dublin city, The Phoenix Park, where I explored its 
role as a cultural and symbolic landscape. 
5 My Masters dissertation was predominantly concerned with the philosophies of field-research and 
how both the researcher and those engaging with the researcher are susceptible to the processes of 
“othering” when creating geographic knowledges.  
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scale protest while I worked there and I began see a pattern between how that 

locally-specific issue developed and how individual wind farm proposals in the 

southwest of Ireland were being negotiated with local communities there. Issues 

around mobility, representations of local landscapes, the dynamics of local 

resistance, along with policy application more generally and its acceptance, came to 

the fore in my effort to understand how these localised exchanges in turn feed back 

in to the policy cycles of local, national and supranational governments. 

 

A key objective of this study, therefore, is to trace the movement of European wind 

energy policy, from inception to implementation, in order to locate and explain how 

instances of rupture or turbulence develop within its flow. Also, I wanted to show 

how policy is not an either or phenomenon, separate from the daily lives of local 

people. Rather, it is an activity that operates along multidirectional pathways or 

flows, if you will, whereby actants engage with, are influenced by, and submit to (or 

resist) a series of negotiated processes that eventually lead to the realisation or 

failure of a particular policy initiative.   

 

It will show how landscape, in the way it is represented and experienced, informs a 

number of key debates around wind farms and their integration into the life spaces 

(Andrew and Milroy, 1988) of local people, through the spatial planning process. 

Spatial planning policy has been integral to attempts towards developing renewable 

energy in Ireland and will be analysed in more detail. This thesis will also show how 

policy flows, designed to address specific independent issues, can impact on each 

other in often unpredictable ways, as will be shown in the case study discussed in 

Chapter Seven. 

 

Another key objective is to assess the role NIMBYism plays in informing local 

people’s attitudes to a proposed wind farm for their area. Should it be dismissed, as 

Maarten Wolsink suggests, considering it is “an invalid concept [that] obscures our 

understanding of the role of ‘otherness’ in facility siting discussions” (Wolsink, 2006: 

85), thus generating bias and clouding the real reasons resistances occur? Or should 

“so-called ‘NIMBY’ responses...be re-conceived as place-protective actions, which 
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are founded upon processes of place attachment and place identity” (Devine-

Wright, 2009: 432) as other contributors have proposed? From my own research I 

would tend to agree with Wolsink that the term is too loaded with political bias to 

warrant useful application in understanding why local people resist wind farm 

proposals given, as Patrick Devine-Wright has suggested, “opponents often hold 

views better described as ‘Not In Anyone’s Back Yard’ in comparison to the 

‘NIMBY’” (Devine-Wright, 2009: 431). However, the concept will be explored and 

analysed for the purposes of this study and may provide useful insights, especially 

when reconfigured along Devine-Wright’s (2009) interpretation of it as a form of 

“place-protective action”. NIMBYism and the dynamics of wind power conflicts will 

be discussed in more detail in section 3.4. 

 

1.3 Coherence and Symmetry: The Structure of this Thesis   
This thesis is presented in nine chapters. It includes an Introduction and Conclusion 

chapter, a Literature Review divided into two chapters, a dedicated Methodology 

chapter, a chapter on EU and Irish wind energy policy and three empirical chapters. 

The objective of this first chapter is to introduce and provide a contextual 

background to this study.  

 

Chapter 2 situates the literature on government policy into a narrative that 

incorporates the concepts of networks and mobility. Therefore policy can be 

explained as a type of flow in order to understand how contemporary political 

modernisation within the European Union has seen a shift towards regulating the 

increasingly complex multi-level governance structures through which it now 

functions. The concept of turbulence, as it is understood in the field of fluid 

dynamics, is then introduced to explain how sudden upheavals can arise in the 

policy flows operating within this form of supranational network. These ideas of 

mobility and flow are further developed with a description of how this multi-level 

governance network is structured, before providing an Irish context with an 

assessment of how local government operates within these structures. The works of 

Manuel Castells, which allude to the multi-dimensional spaces that policies move 
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through, is then discussed in order to explore how human and non-human agency 

influence these mobilities. As an interface activity between the abstract world of 

thought and its real world manifestations, policy is an inherently mobile process 

and so is subject to the turbulences all flows are vulnerable to, particularly flows 

influenced by the behavioural or social practices of human agents. The chapter 

concludes by providing an assessment how agency influences how governance and 

regulation operate within these spaces of flow, and indeed (re)interpretations of 

place, as they occur within the European Union. 

 

Chapter 3 continues my review of the literature and begins by grounding these 

debates within a number of key geographical concepts, including recognising the 

inherent ambiguities associated with contemporary notions of rurality. It then 

introduces our thinking on rural landscapes and how they have been defined within 

a contested culture versus nature paradigm that continues to influence how these 

spatial territories are continually (re)represented. The means by which wind 

turbines themselves go on to influence and change our representational 

understandings of rural landscapes is also addressed. The chapter then provides an 

assessment of key spatial planning debates, notably the theory versus praxis 

arguments that are continually contested within the planning community. It also 

highlights the recent “communicative turn” in planning theory and its attempt to 

inform policy makers and planners meeting the challenges inherent in the current 

proliferation of wind farm installations on the rural landscape. The chapter 

concludes by drawing out the key themes from the literature concerned with public 

opposition to wind power, and reviews these them within the context of our 

understanding of rurality and landscape, and the role NIMBYism plays in these 

debates. 

 

Chapter 4 discusses my methodological approach to this study, drawing on the 

works of, amongst others, Jensen and Jankowski (1991), Olsson (1992) and Beck, 

Giddens and Lash (1994), along with the feminist writings of Sandra Harding (1986), 

Donna Haraway (1988) and Michelle Fine (1994). It evaluates the qualitative 

research methods I undertook for this study and will show how my methodological 
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approach is situated within, and informed by, this reflexive tradition of critical 

human geography by highlighting some of the issues I faced when conducting my 

fieldwork.  

 

Chapter 5 can be understood to constitute two parts. It first looks at how European 

renewable energy policy is susceptible to turbulent events, or crises, that can in 

turn encourage or inhibit a policy flow. It then goes on to show how the EU 

operationalised its renewable energy strategy by adopting the Feed-In Tariff model 

despite initial ideological aversion to it. The second part of the chapter moves from 

the European to an Irish context. By first setting out to explain how the Irish state 

sought to position itself within these networks (through its efforts to incorporate 

European initiatives into national strategies) it then charts the evolution of these 

strategies from AER competitions to the REFIT scheme. This chapter concludes by 

providing an analysis of the spatial planning parameters through which these 

national energy strategies have been translated into the local setting. 

 

Chapters 6, 7 and 8 comprise the three case study chapters for this thesis. Each 

chapter provides an example of how wind energy policy has evolved in recent years 

in the southwest of Ireland, the main geographic focus for my field research. Each 

chapter highlights the individual specificities involved in a given wind farm planning 

application and the sometimes surprising outcomes that occur. Chapter 6 looks at 

an historic planning application that was submitted at a time when both the 

national government and its local authorities were still perfecting both their 

interpretation and subsequent application of EU energy and climate change polices 

into their own government structures. This case study is situated in north Kerry and 

the issues that arose there provide some interesting insights to how both the local 

and national governments performed at that time. Chapter 7 then goes on to look 

at a wind farm planning application to be sited along the Cork/Kerry border and 

provides a rare insight into how two separate planning authorities interpret the 

policy guidelines of national government in order to decide on the same wind farm 

proposal. Finally Chapter 8 gives an account of a recent planning application in west 

Cork and the locally-specific dynamics of a grassroots campaign against a 
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contentious wind farm proposal for their area. This chapter offers a number of 

perspectives towards explaining why local people oppose wind farms in their area 

and shows the rather pejorative assumption of NIMBYism to be reductive and 

indeed counterproductive in understanding the nuanced and multi-scalar contexts 

local communities operate along when resisting a proposed large-scale 

infrastructure project for their area.    

 

Chapter 9 concludes this thesis by reflecting on the findings of my research project 

and provides an analysis of these determinations. It is divided in to two parts. Part 

one explains the three main outcomes of this research project, drawing from the 

research to show how this thesis is important to policy makers if they are to 

minimise turbulences in the flows/processes they regulate. The second, and final, 

section of this chapter concludes this thesis by providing some thoughts on the 

processes affecting the future state of wind energy in this country. It gives an 

assessment of the potential risks involved in taking such an approach and suggests 

some alternatives.  
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Chapter Two 

Interpreting Policy as a Socio-Environmental Flow: 
Turbulence and Other Issues 

 

 

 

 

 

Whenever something first makes the transition from thing to commodity there 
is often confusion, incredulity or just plain resentment at the point at which 
mutually exclusive value systems intersect. 

(Shurman-Smith and Hannam, 1994: 183) 
 

 

 

 

The approach used by normal science to manage complex social and 
biophysical systems as if they were simple scientific exercises has brought us to 
our present mixture of intellectual triumph and socio-ecological peril. 

(Funtowicz and Ravetz, 2003: 1) 
 

 

 

 

Regions and localities do not disappear, but become integrated in international 
networks that link up their most dynamic sectors. 

(Castells, 1996: 4) 
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2.0 Introduction 
This chapter will present the first part of this study’s conceptual framework, by 

examining the inherent mobilites found in public policy as it operates as a flow 

through the networked, multi-level governance structures of the European Union 

and its Member States before eventually impacting on local communities. By 

demonstrating that policy is fundamentally a mobile process, possessing mobility 

and inertia (since it is constantly subject to agency) this chapter will first introduce a 

number of key concepts to explain how this occurs. The more traditional 

interpretations of public policy as operating in a cycle are also explored before the 

concept of turbulence is introduced to explain how inertia or disruption can occur 

within these flows. The subject of agency is important throughout this chapter 

since, as Actor Network Theory demonstrates, agency can be attributed to all actors 

within these complex, multi-tiered networks. 

 

Within the highly-enmeshed, multi-level governance structures of the European 

Union a policy moves through these networks by way of agency, as practiced by 

various government actors as they interpret and then implement that policy. The 

third section of this chapter discusses the role local government plays in this 

process since it invariably is the interstitial zone between (supra)national policy 

flows and eventual action or implementation at the local level. Taking as given that 

public policy is a negotiated process (involving interpretation and acceptance, 

followed by application and potential resistance by local populations) the subject of 

choice is also discussed in order to understand how local people interact and 

engage with the competing globalised narratives that inform how they use local 

spaces along what Castells (1996; 1997) describes as the “space of flows” and the 

“space of place”.  

 

The chapter concludes by exploring how these developments in multi-level 

governance practices, and the globalised localities that engage with them, are 

understood within contemporary networks of exchange. What used to be relatively 

easy to delineate into local and global spaces is now proven to no longer be the 

case given the changes in the way these spaces are perceived by those actors who 



16 
 

engage with them. This is reflected in the changing relationships experienced 

between state actors and local protest groups who no longer operate entirely at a 

locally-specific level. Increasingly, through the use of contemporary 

communications technologies, these groups are shown to engage in extralocal 

discourses in order to undermine the traditional authority of the state, making 

specific policy initiatives susceptible to turbulences and outcomes more 

unpredictable. 

 

2.1: Interpreting Public Policy as a System of Flows 
 

Public policies result from decisions made by governments and...decisions by 
governments to retain the status quo are just as much policy as are decisions to 
alter it 

(Howlett and Ramesh, 2003: 5) 
 

It can be taken as given that we live in complex, non-linear and often recursive 

social structures (Urry, 2000), which in turn influence how we interact with our 

physical environment; from the energy networks we plug in to, to the spatial 

environments we negotiate on a daily basis. It is no longer possible for an individual 

state to be able to meet the energy demands of its citizens without first adopting 

some form of co-dependent relationship with outside third-party entities such as 

the multi-national oil and natural gas companies. As a result the chances for 

volatility to occur becomes ever more likely when one considers the myriad of 

causes and effects to be negotiated in meeting these demands. In Chapter Five, we 

will discuss recent trends in EU energy policy and will show how external events 

outside of its control have on occasion impinged on its ability to secure adequate 

supplies of energy for citizens residing in its Member States. Energy policy, 

therefore, continues to be a fundamental government activity of all states with the 

level of complexity with which it is applied only set to increase in our highly 

developed, post-industrial contexts.  

 

With this raised complexity of relationships, between the material and the semiotic, 

comes the increased likelihood for systems breakdown either from events or 
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actions occurring outside the policy process or indeed from within the policy flow 

itself. This thesis will look at a number of possible disruptions that can occur with a 

given policy flow by first acknowledging the inherent mobility found within much of 

modern globalized experiences, as advanced by Anthony Giddens (1990), Tim 

Cresswell (1996; 1997; 2001; 2006) and Zygmunt Bauman (1987, 2000), and more 

recently in the works of Henrik Gudmundsson (2005), Bergmann and Sager (2008) 

and Katharina Manderscheid (2009). These interpretations of mobility, whether in 

the context of people, practices, microbes, ideas, or technologies (Leach et al., 

2010), are essential to our efforts towards understanding the pathways, or flows, 

found within the contemporary policy creation networks of government. Mobility, 

Cresswell (2006: 1) has argued, is “central to what it is to be human” and “is a 

fundamental geographical facet of existence”. It stands, he reasons, as “an 

alternative to place, boundedness, foundations, and stability” (Cresswell, 2006: 2) 

and as such is useful as an interpretive tool for dissecting the activity that is public 

policy, especially if we interpret it as a socio-environmental flow.  

 

Policy, it can be argued, is a fundamentally mobile process, constituted by a series 

of flows and inertias (Leach et al., 2010) that coalesce to bring about the 

transference of what are essentially abstract ideas or political intentions (the 

semiotic) into real-world, concrete manifestations of those initial representations 

(the material). It occupies a multi-tiered, multi-sphered space (Yeates, 2002) and the 

idea of flow is helpful here if we are to understand how it moves through the multi-

level administrative structures of government, be they supranational, national or 

local. Also, the ideological associations of mobility with certain liberal assumptions 

on autonomy, freedom and universalism have allowed it to be co-opted into 

neoliberal discourses espousing the need for uninhibited freedom of movement 

(though invariably in rather qualified forms) of capital and people, while at the 

same time conveniently ignoring the unequal and differentiated access groups 

within society have to these mobilities. This has led some to suggest that these 

ideologically charged mobility politics and their subsequent policies may not work 

since they invariably ignore these realities (Adey, 2010). Recent developments in 

European Union structural reform have also made the idea of flow and fluidity 
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useful concepts for studying those changes (Urry, 2000), particularly given its 

emphasis on propagating collectivised, socio-technical solutions to many of the 

challenges it currently faces.   

 

By applying the precepts of Actor Network Theory (ANT) to our analysis of European 

wind energy policy we can begin to see how such multi-relational, multi-scalar 

networks form and behave the way they do, since: 

 

Networks are processual, built activities, performed by the actants out of which 
they are composed. Each node and link is semiotically derived, making 
networks local, variable, and contingent. 

(Ritzer, 2005: 1) 
  

Emerging from the writings of Michel Callon (1986a; 1986b), Bruno Latour (1987; 

1988; 1999) and subsequently of John Law (1992; 1999), this form of systems 

analysis incorporates the generalised symmetry principle, whereby human and non-

human actors are assigned equal amounts of agency in a given network (Callon, 

1986a; 1986b), in an effort to understand the significance of an individual entity in 

relation to others within that network. This approach has been criticised by some 

Marxists (Varnelis, 2010) as being somewhat irrelevant, especially in analysing the 

financialisation trends of the past twenty years and the subsequent economic crisis 

they have engendered. By considering each relationship equally in a network and 

attributing agency to all “actors” engaged with it, and thus ignoring the possibility of 

power imbalances, Varnelis (2010) suggests any contribution it can make to the 

debates is largely muted. However, such criticisms I would argue are a little unfair 

given that ANT is more of a methodological approach than a theoretical one; since it 

is principally concerned with how rather than why networks get formed. This 

distinction is important since Marxist analysis has directed its attention towards the 

metanarratives of economic and political agency in human beings, largely reducing 

non-human and material actors within a network to units of exploitation, which 

they often are. However, they are not exclusively so. This thesis will employ the 

strategy, espoused by ANT theorists, describing the movement of European wind 

energy policy along its socio-technical networks, as a socio-environmental flow, and 
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will explain it by “following the actor” into the “centers of translation where 

network elements are defined and controlled, and strategies for translation are 

developed and considered” (Ritzer, 2005: 2).  

 

However, translation is always at the same time a process of both social and 
physical displacement. Network elements deviate from previous inclinations 
are converted to inscriptions or immutable mobiles (combinable textual, 
cartographic, or visual representations that remain stable through space and 
time), are defined and ascribed roles, and are mobilized and/or circulated 
through translation. The realization of a set of networked possibilities entails 
that others are always unrealized. As effect, translation orders, and produces 
society and agency, nature and machine. 

(Ritzer, 2005: 2) 
 

This networks analysis will help to explain how the European Union operates as a 

convergent network of member states, intent on regulating mobilities within this 

network and ensuring favourable conditions for the smooth interaction of processes 

and flows, both within and beyond its borders (Urry, 2000; Mol and Spaargaren, 

2006). 

 

As Beck has recently argued: ‘capital, culture, technology and politics merrily 
come together to roam beyond the regulatory power of the national state’ 
(1999: 107). 

(Urry, 2000: 187) 
 

In this context, all policy is subject to the vagaries of systemic/organisational flows 

that proceed from the usually stable, highly-structured formulation stages created 

by elites within the state (i.e. policy makers), to the more unstable implementation 

stages where it is interpreted and applied on the ground. These policy flows and the 

possible sites of disruption or turbulence within these somewhat plastic, highly-

malleable networks are of considerable interest particularly in relation to renewable 

energy and wind power. 

 

This thesis will also draw from the works of Castells (1996; 1997; 1998; 2000; 2006) 

and the ecological modernization theorists, most notably Arthur P.J. Mol (1996; 

1999; 2007; 2010a; 2010b) who has collaborated with other significant contributors 

including David A. Sonnenfeld (Mol and Sonnenfeld, 2000) and Ger Spaargaren 
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(Spaargaren and Mol, 1992; Mol and Spaargaren 2000; 2003; 2006; 2009), in order 

to better understand the processes that have come about as a result of the 

increased commodification of wind energy as a viable means of electricity 

production. It will analyse the policy processes of the European Union in relation to 

wind energy and will look at how these policies are in turn adapted by national and 

local governments. The highly mobile and often fluid nature of these policy 

networks, whereby legislation is flexibly adapted or interpreted to fit the political 

and societal frameworks of individual Member States, has sometimes proved 

problematic. This is especially true considering the likelihood for disruption 

increases in tandem with the level of complexity a proposed policy initiative 

experiences as it negotiates through these flow structures. This can be seen when 

one considers how renewable energy technologies such as wind power must 

negotiate the energy and natural resource agendas of national government as well 

as fit into the spatial planning considerations that are constituent to its 

development at a local level.  

 

Tim Cresswell’s thoughts on mobility (1996; 1997; 2000; 2001; 2006) and 

turbulence (2010) can help to explain how these disruptions may arise within the 

policy frameworks concerned with environment and energy. In acknowledging that 

“policy-makers and wind project developers do not sufficiently recognize the nature 

of the tensions at the local” (Breukers and Wolsink, 2007: 2737), my research seeks 

to move beyond the pejorative and reactive judgments of NIMBYism as a 

supposedly valid explanation for local resistances to national and supranational 

policies. Situating these instances of local resistance within the wider discourses on 

globalisation (Stiglitz, 2002; 2007), democratic alternatives to neoliberalism (Unger, 

1998), spatial planning theory and practice (Fischer and Forester, 1993; Forester, 

1993; 1999), and the mobility narratives of flow with the changing identities and 

responses they engender, provides a more complete explanation as to why local 

communities can sometimes find themselves in direct conflict with (supra)national 

policies. The use of turbulence as a metaphor is highly pertinent in explaining how 

often unexpected instances of resistance can occur despite the best intentions of 

planners and policy makers. 
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The importance of this research, as a contribution to energy discourses, lies in the 

way it situates policy as occupying a specific spatiality in terms of mobile networks 

of flow. Consequently it has geographic and spatial meaning that is inherently 

European while at the same time offers a multiplicity of meaning beyond its 

borders. As Cresswell points out “to understand mobility without recourse to 

representation on the one hand or the material corporeality on the other is, I would 

argue, to miss the point” (2006: 4). This is significant if we are to understand how 

best to adapt our changing energy networks to the rural landscapes that they will 

increasingly occupy. Such research will also help policy makers to produce more 

informed and sustainable responses to the challenges of peak oil, environmental 

change and our efforts to realise a low-carbon future.  

 

So, in order to understand the inherent mobilities found within policy we must first 

understand its full significance and meaning. Thomas Dye has defined public policy 

as “anything a government chooses to do or not to do” (Dye, 1972: 2). Such a 

succinct definition is useful in recognising that ultimately it is government that has 

sole agency in making public policy decisions. This distinction between the decisions 

made by individuals or organisations outside of government (such as private 

businesses, NGOs or special interest groups) is important since “when we talk about 

public policies we speak of the actions of governments” (Howlett and Ramesh, 

2003: 5), be they national, intergovernmental or supranational. While it is generally 

accepted that non-state actors can influence the decisions made by governments, 

the decisions they make are not public policy. As Howlett and Ramesh (2003) 

suggest this definition does not capture the full complexity, and often contradictory 

nature of government decision-making, and makes no distinction between the 

trivial/diversionary decisions and the more significant determinations of 

government. However, it does highlight the fact that in the end it is government 

alone that makes the definitive choice as to what course of action to take, be it an 

active response to an issue or alternatively to do nothing. The fact that a 

government may decide not to do something is in itself a policy decision. For 

instance, a government decision not to raise income taxes or impose a carbon tax 



22 
 

on industry is as much a policy decision as signing up to the Kyoto Protocol or 

introducing legislation to ban the sale of cigarettes to minors. 

 

A less ambiguous explanation of public policy has been offered by Jenkins (1978) 

who defines it as:  

 

...a set of interrelated decisions taken by a political actor or group of actors 
concerning the selection of goals and the means to achieving them within a 
specified situation where those decisions should, in principle, be within the 
power of those actors to achieve  

(Jenkins, 1978: 15) 
 

Jenkins’ “set of interrelated decisions” highlights that often a government’s capacity 

to implement its decisions may be limited by external and internal constraints. For 

instance a government’s energy policy relating to the proliferation of renewable 

energy power systems within a state, such as the development of wind farms, may 

conflict with environmental or planning polices as set down by different 

government departments. This may be due to a failure on the part of those 

departments to take an integrated approach to an issue that affects them equally, 

albeit in different ways. Other constraints may include a lack of appropriate 

personnel to deal with the issue, fiscal restraints, obligations to (conflicting) 

international treaties and the accumulation of domestic/local resistances to specific 

local developments can all influence the success or failure of a particular 

government policy. The obligations that governments must adhere to, in relation to 

international treaties, continue to grow in increasing regularity particularly for 

countries located within supranational networks such as the European Union. 

Understanding the actions of governments within such structures requires a 

“detailed understanding of the limits and opportunities provided by international 

agreements, treaties, and conventions” (Howlett and Ramesh, 2003: 6). 

 

The sheer complexity of the phenomenon that is public policy is generally 

acknowledged (Jenkins, 1978; Weiss, 1982; Gornitzka et al., 2003; Howlett and 

Ramesh, 2003; Pender, 2004). With numerous contributing governmental actors, 

along with a varying array of factors influencing decision-making, it is hardly 
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surprising that there are many research issues for policy analysts to overcome. The 

overriding aim of any policy researcher should be to reduce the level of complexity 

of analysis to more manageable constituent parts. By focusing on a limited range of 

relevant causal factors, and at the same time underlining the general need to take a 

more holistic approach, the resesrcher must also take into account an appropriate 

range of influencing variables (Howlett and Ramesh, 2003). Howlett and Ramesh 

have identified four different approaches within the literature that theorists have 

taken in order to deal with this complexity. 

 

One common course of action is to affiliate particular types of policy or “policy 

outcomes” to the constituent nature of the political system in operation and how it 

engages with wider society (Howlett and Ramesh, 2003). They argue that this can 

only be considered a starting point for any serious analyst, since this approach 

merely outlines a basic set of indicators to what decisions a government may take, 

which is itself largely dependent on its political orientation. However, it does not tell 

us much with regards to how such predilections influence individual policy 

decisions. 

 

Another approach public policy analysts have taken is to carry out empirically-

orientated quantitative research in order to look for causal factors in the policy-

making process, often referred to as policy determinants (Munns, 1975; Hancock, 

1983; Easterly and Wetzel, 1989). These determinants can come from macro-level 

socio-economic factors, where the characteristics of domestic societies and the 

international political system are analysed; or from the micro-level behaviour of 

individual public policy-makers. Such approaches tend to provide overly macro-

level-orientated explanations and are less able to formulate reasons as to “how 

these structural characteristics affect the specific sectoral and temporal contexts in 

which policies develop” (Howlett and Ramesh, 2003: 9).   

 

The analysis of policy content is yet another approach found within the literature, 

emphasising how very often it is the nature of a specific policy problem and the 

solutions created to solve it that determine how it will be processed by the political 
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system. It is the very specificity of the policy problem itself that influences 

responses to it, whereby policies can and often do determine the political system 

that produces them (Lowi, 1972; Kjellberg, 1977). This emphasis on the nature of a 

given policy problem having a reciprocal influence on what can be done to solve it is 

a useful approach to take but it, too, has its limitations. The problem itself can often 

be difficult to define or agree upon, which can make an appropriate policy response 

difficult to devise and in turn analyse without trying to factor in the “larger social 

and political constraints and contexts” (Howlett and Ramesh, 2003: 9). This focus on 

the evolving government to governance paradigm, particularly within the European 

Union context, has emerged and has been noted extensively in the literature as 

governments steadily transformed how they operated during the 1990s and 

through to the 2000s (Rosenau, 1992; Kooiman, 1993; Andrew and Goldsmith, 

1998; Stoker, 1998; Shapiro, 2001; Borrás, 2003) especially in response to the 

growing pressures of globalisation, political/institutional change, and environmental 

governance and its regulation. Many of these policy responses towards 

anthropogenic climate change have tended to fall under the ecological 

modernisation epitome of modifying existing structures, albeit on single-issue 

actions such as improved water quality (Memon et al., 2011) or waste management 

(Watson and Bulkeley 2005; Bulkeley et al., 2007) and fall far short of the kinds of 

responses that are really needed.  

 

A fourth approach that Howlett and Ramesh refer to in the literature focuses on the 

policy impacts or outcomes, where the direct and indirect effects of specific policies 

are analysed using statistical inference, ignoring the nature of the tools at a 

government’s disposal, and the causal factors involved in policy development. This 

approach has often been favoured by economists and involves concentrating on 

easily quantifiable outcomes such as the linkages between corporate investment 

activity and government expenditure, but again this rarely takes into account the 

processes by which policy is developed and implemented.  

 

These varying approaches within the literature have evolved into two definable 

distinctions, policy study and policy analysis, depending on the degree of neutrality 
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or self-interest that the policy researcher may have respectively (Brooks and 

Gagnon, 1990; Hoppe and Jeliazkov, 2006). Policy study refers “to the study ‘of’ 

policy” and policy analysis to “the study ‘for’ policy” (Howlett and Ramesh, 2003: 

11). In an effort to simplify these composite approaches and traditions considerable 

work has been carried out on building universal models or “frameworks of analysis” 

(Dunn, 1988; Dunn and Kelly, 1992) which combine the assorted literatures into 

coherent structural approaches (Howlett and Ramesh, 2003). The Policy Cycle 

Framework of Analysis has become an increasingly popular model whereby the 

public policy-making process is broken down into “a series of discrete stages and 

substages” (Howlett and Ramesh, 2003: 11).  

 

Five Stages of the Policy Cycle and Their Relationship to Applied Problem-Solving 
Applied Problem-Solving Stages in Policy Cycle 
1. Agenda-Setting 1. Agenda-Setting6 
2. Proposal of Solution 2. Policy Formulation7 
3. Choice of Solution 3. Decision-Making8 
4. Putting Solution into Effect 4. Policy Implementation9 
5. Monitoring Results 5. Policy Evaluation10 

Table 2.1 The relationship between applied problem solving and the stages in the policy cycle 
(Source: Howlett and Ramesh, 2003: 13). 
 

Table 2.1, shows one such framework highlighting the various stages of the policy 

cycle that public policy-makers must take in relation to the applied problem-solving 

methodologies they use. The table, while contributing greatly towards simplifying 

the policy-making process, is criticised by Howlett and Ramesh for not allowing for 

all the subtle nuances that occur in real-time, and gives the misguided impression 

that policy-makers operate in a very methodical and linear fashion. This is obviously 

not the case with policy-makers often functioning in reactive or ad hoc ways to 

specific strategic challenges, sometimes giving precedence to their own interests or 

                                                       
6 Agenda-Setting denotes the systems by which governments become aware of problems 
7 Policy Formulation denotes how policy options are devised within government 
8 Decision-Making denotes the systems by which governments decide on a particular course of 
action or inaction  
9 Policy Implementation denotes how these policy are put into effect 
10 Policy Evaluation refers to the monitoring and evaluation of the implemented policy, by both 
government and societal actors, the outcomes of which recycle back into the policy cycle as policy 
problems or solutions 
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following predetermined ideological tendencies (Stone, 1988; Kathlene and Martin, 

1991; Feick, 1992; Howlett and Ramesh, 2003). 

 

A number of interviewees involved in the development of wind farms have 

suggested as much regarding their experiences when dealing with government 

actors both at local and national level. Another conclusion one can infer from this 

approach is that it suggests that there is often limited social learning from the 

process itself and the opportunity for iteration or feedback is often absent from 

strategic government decision-making, especially when new and untested 

technological infrastructure is involved. Again this is somewhat distant from the 

more cyclical processes advocated by Pierson (1993), Kennedy and Moore (2003), 

and Voss and Kemp (2005) where transparent iteration pathways feed back into 

new rounds of policy making, informing new decisions with lessons learnt from past 

experiences.  

 

This thesis is concerned with analysing the renewable energy policies of the Irish 

state. While recognising that the “policy sector is a cluster or complex of 

organisations connected to each other by resource dependencies and distinguished 

from other clusters or complexes by breaks in the structure of resource 

dependencies” (Benson, 1982: 148) it will adapt Howlett and Ramesh’s approach on 

new policy cycle frameworks in order to understand how we have the set of 

renewable energy policies we do and not something similar to that say of Germany 

or Denmark, or indeed our nearest neighbour the United Kingdom. This thesis will 

focus on the national and local responses to the supranational policies of the 

European Union, and the directives that are in force in Ireland at present. It will also 

assess how these policies in turn have influenced the policy approaches taken by 

two local authorities in particular, Cork County Council and Kerry County Council, 

from the mid-1990s to the present day. 
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2.2 Mobility and the Dynamics of Turbulence in Socio-Environmental 
Flows 
 

The world is first of all this open movement, composed of rotation and 
translation. The latter is given by the flow and the fall, the laminar cascade...In 
the De Finibus, Cicero wrote that atomorum turbulentit concursio. Atoms meet 
in and by turbulence.  

(Serres, 1977: 6) 
 

Framing our understanding of policy within the mobility narratives of the state in 

transition (Urry, 2000), along with how the bodies politic negotiate the globalised 

highly-mobile networks of the European Union, provide some interesting linguistic 

opportunities for scholars to employ when attempting to understand the processes 

that both influence, and are influenced by, these states of flux. Though traditionally 

a concept employed in the philosophic interpretations of physics, along with the 

practicalities of fluid dynamics (Lorenz, 1963, 1972a; Ruelle and Takens, 1971), the 

idea of turbulence as a way to describe the dislocations that can occur within the 

temporal and spatial mobilities of contemporary socio-environmental structures is, I 

would argue, an increasingly pertinent conceptual tool for geographers. Speaking in 

University College Cork in 2010 geographer Tim Cresswell, who has conducted 

considerable research into the interrelated dynamics of time, space and mobility in 

modern social and cultural experiences, described turbulence as being “a product of 

friction between two different kinds of flow”. This is in and of itself in contrast to 

the smooth “laminar” flows found within ideal, highly-organised equilibrium 

systems or in many positivist theoretical hypotheses; be they in economics, 

planning or social theory. Since these idealised, hermetic systems attempt to 

describe clearly identified relationships that complement each other (in the process 

guaranteeing a smooth flow of interpretation and evaluation) any outliers are 

deemed statistically insignificant and are inherently ignored. As a consequence 

everything moves correctly and as it should be. However, when we apply real-world 

experiences to a given systems analysis the possibility for turbulence becomes 

increasingly likely. An obvious example here is to be found in air travel. We all know 

that turbulence can occur at any time on a flight, whether it is over a long or short 

distance and while we may not experience any turbulence for an entire flight or a 
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series of flights when it does happen it is nearly always unexpected and can 

sometimes be quite frightening.  As users of the complex system that is modern air 

travel we know that turbulence can occur, though as participants within the system, 

we are not always able to predict its occurrence. The same can be said when we 

analyse public policy. Whether it is in energy, water or waste management the 

opportunity for turbulence within the policy flow can occur at any stage of its cycle. 

From development to implementation the complex set of influencing factors that go 

into creating policy can be myriad and immeasurable giving rise to often 

unexpected outcomes that policy-makers had not initially intended or anticipated. 

As we will see later in this thesis, while the site of turbulence may be at the end of a 

policy flow, for the purposes here at the planning application stages, the node or 

action point that causes this turbulence may occur at a far earlier phase in the 

policy process. Chapter Five will show how the ideological perspectives of influential 

policy-makers, in this case officials within the European Union and later at national 

level, can influence outcomes considerably in ways that were unintended and 

unexpected.  

 

Now more than ever it is imperative that governments understand that engineering 

and the other sciences that enable us to harness electricity from renewable sources 

are appreciated in their complete context, especially with regards to the dynamic 

relationships these technologies have with the complex and uncertain natural 

systems they interact with and the human commitments and values that dictate 

how these relationships are ultimately realised (Funtowicz and Ravetz, 2003). Also, 

recognising the complexity involved in tackling issues around wind energy and its 

contribution towards our response to anthropogenic climate change does not 

necessarily have to induce the degree of paralysis seen in many local governments11 

(and indeed some national governments). Unfortunately, as will be shown in later 

                                                       
11 On a number of occasions during interview it was expressed by many council officials that they felt 
they had neither the training nor experience to properly arbitrate on the new types of planning 
applications that were coming in to them from the mid-1990s onwards. Some local authorities met 
this challenge head on, drawing down EU funding to carry out their own research to better 
understand how best to incorporate the type of infrastructural proposals that were now coming in to 
them. This was very much dependent on the spirit within the corporate structures of individual local 
governments rather than the national level. 
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chapters, policy makers do at times defer to the “greater expertise” of private 

sector operators or to national arbitrators over the experts within their own 

corporate structures. This deferral to outside expertise is in many ways 

symptomatic of how governments now operate, be they local authorities in an Irish 

context or a Member State within the European Union, and as such are more open 

to turbulence than more traditional modes of governance found within historical 

nation states.  

 

2.3 Music of the Spheres: Multi-level Governance, Power Mobilities, 
and the (Irish) Local Government Context 
Research into changing governmental structures, particularly the decentralisation of 

formal authority within states, or indeed the ceding of it to supranational networks 

outside of the state, has become central to our understanding of how European 

Member States have responded to the twin pressures of globalisation and the drive 

towards greater integration since the late-1980s. Liesbet Hooghe and Gary Marks, 

in their 2001 classic Types of Multi-Level Governance, helped redefine how analysts 

approached both the informal and formal structures that moderate the 

interjurisdictional relationships of local, national and supranational governments 

within the European Union. Having first coined the phrase some years earlier, in 

1992 (Piattoni, 2009), Gary Marks: 

 

drew on analysis of domestic politics, specifically the policy networks approach, 
in describing how within multi-level governance ‘supranational, national, 
regional, and local governments are enmeshed in territorially overarching 
policy networks’ (Marks, 1993: 402-3). The multi-level governance concept was 
thus contained in both vertical and horizontal dimensions. ‘Multi-level’ referred 
to the increased interdependence of governments operating at different 
territorial levels, while ‘governance’ signalled the growing interdependence 
between governments and the non-governmental actors at various territorial 
levels. 

(Bache and Flinders, 2004: 3) 
 

This increased awareness of how the European Union actually functions, as a 

political system in its own right, saw theorists begin to move away from earlier 

appraisals drawn from international relations (IR) theory and move towards a more 
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neofunctionalist approach, as first put forward by Ernst Haas and Leon Lindberg 

during the 1950s and 1960s, which accepts the privileged role that supranational 

actors such as the European Commission (along with various interest groups) have 

in driving EU policy (Peterson, 2002).  

 

Despite remaining a somewhat contested concept (Bache and Flinders, 2004) 

Hooghe and Marks (2004) have broken down the literature into two distinct 

understandings of the notion, as can be seen in Table 2.2 below. 

 

Type I Type II 

General-purpose jurisdictions Task-specific jurisdictions 

Non-intersecting memberships Intersecting memberships 

Jurisdictions at a limited number of levels No limit to the number of jurisdictional levels 

System-wide architecture Flexible design 

Table 2.2 Types of multi-level governance (Source: Hooghes and Marks, 2004: 17). 
 

Type I multi-level governance largely occupies the classic federalist model and 

would be reasonably recognised in a number of existing nation-states, chiefly 

consisting of a central government that oversees a lower tier of subordinate, non-

intersecting, sub-national governments with power being shared out in varying 

degrees at a limited number of levels. Type II, on the other hand, has jurisdictions 

operating along numerous territorial scales, often on task-specific issues, which are 

designed to be flexible rather than durable and are occupied by a wide range of 

public and private actors who collaborate along shifting, temporary coalitions. 

Hooghe and Marks also argue that Type I multi-level governance is prevalent in 

traditional territorial government structures up to the national level, with the post-

war trend towards greater decentralisation helping to redistribute power within the 

subnational sphere. They suggest that it is Type I, and not Type II, that is in many 

ways reflective of how the supranational network beyond the European nation-

state also operates, with the EU functioning along few rather than many territorial 

scales of between three and six at the very most. This is in distinct and clear 

contrast to the infinite jurisdictional distributions envisaged in Type II. However: 
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Some salient features of EU architecture are consistent with Type II multi-level 
governance: variable territorial jurisdictions as a result of treaty derogations; 
distinct governance systems or ‘pillars’ for different policies; the multiplication 
of dependent European agencies; and the flexibility clause of the Amsterdam 
and Nice Treaties12 specifying the conditions under which a subset of Member 
States can engage in greater integration. 

(Hoogh and Marks, 2004: 23) 
 

In the main, EU policies are bundled together under a single unified jurisdiction and 

translated through the various tiers of governance. It is through these complex, 

multi-relational (re)negotiations of power, between the various jurisdictional spaces 

that interact dynamically, exercising (albeit not always simultaneously) both types 

of multi-level governance that Rosenau (1997; 2000; 2006) has tried to describe 

using the term fragmegration. Though he admits it to be a somewhat awkward 

label it is meant to encapsulate the concurrent fragmenting and integrating 

dynamics that are giving rise to new “spheres of authority”, suggesting:  

 
the absence of clear-cut distinctions between domestic and foreign affairs, 
[given] that local problems can become transnational in scope even as global 
challenges can have repercussions for neighbourhoods. 

(Rosenau, 1997: 38) 
 

By introducing fragmegration Rosenau seeks to move beyond the standard analysis 

of globalisation and its consequences, which have to date occupied narrow 

economic-led discourses and instead introduces a more complex approach taking 

into account the socio-cultural, political and ecological factors that have helped 

shape how it has interacted with local communities across the globe. It is within this 

multi-directional and fluid context, of iterative mobilities and renegotiations of 

power (with their underlining risk for turbulence) that frames our approach to how 

Irish local government has come to redefine and reinterpret its role along multiple 

axes of representation, depending on the circumstances expected of it. These 

expectations have grown in complexity in accordance with the changes brought on 

in EU policy networks over the past three decades with local authorities needing to 

be democratically accountable service providers, public administrators, 

                                                       
12 The recent 2007/2009 Lisbon Treaty, is also applicable here. 
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environmental regulators, business promoters, and energy strategists; often 

fulfilling multiple roles at the same time. 

 

Any public organization — that is to say, any enterprise “owned” by the public 
at large — is a microcosm of the state  

(Carver, 2001: 4) 
 

John Stuart Mill, whose writings were very influential in the development of 

representative local governments in Britain and Ireland, argued that local 

populations should be free to determine local issues as a key pillar of liberty 

(Callanan, 2003). However, when faced with escalating energy crises and increased 

globalised economic structures, this “pillar of liberty” continues to be challenged as 

mobile, multi-level energy policies are implemented and we see a greater 

proliferation of wind turbines on the landscape. The challenges to what we 

understand as “local governance” (Jessop, 2003) will increase in both complexity 

and enumeration in response to Rosenau’s forces of fragmegration. John Carver 

(2001: 4) asks “in the case of elected bodies, can independently elected officials be 

expected to coalesce into a responsible group?” A question that is particularly 

pertinent to my research since it is the twenty nine county councils, found within 

the country, that have been tasked with implementing national policy towards wind 

energy production, through their planning departments. In effect, local realities may 

indeed decide the success or failure of national policy.  

 

So, what are the realities that local government must face when implementing 

national policy? A key consideration of any elected official in Ireland, whether they 

are elected to local government or to Dáil Éireann13, is the ability to remain in good 

favour with one’s constituency. This long-established tendency towards populism 

and clientelism often limits the desire of representatives to support the 

implementation of policies that while vital to the national interest may be 

unpopular with the local electorate. This may go some way towards explaining the 

uneven national distribution of wind farm developments that we have witnessed 

thus far, a phenomenon that cannot be explained by the varying wind strength 
                                                       
13 The Dáil is the official name given to the national parliament in Dublin. 
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distributions experienced across the country. There are clearly other factors at 

work14.  Marsh et al. (2008) explain how the electorate in Ireland behaves when 

voting for a political candidate and the dichotomy of positions candidates often find 

themselves taking, sometimes in direct contradiction to own their party’s policy 

position, in order to remain in favour with their electorate. Other factors influencing 

the operation of local governments include greater economic interdependence and 

globalisation processes, political and institutional changes and changing 

demographic trends (Andrew and Goldsmith, 1998).  

 

Placed in an Irish context, the future development of renewable energies (including 

wind farms) and as a consequence the transformation of Eirgrid’s electricity 

network from a centralised model to a more dispersed one, will challenge the 

robustness of our democratic institutions and how we expect them to function both 

at local and national levels. In the past the small number of large, strategically-

located power stations helped to foster an “out-of-sight, out-of-mind” mentality 

towards energy production in the wider population, though this mentality obviously 

differs for those living near one of those power stations. One only has to look at the 

case of the development at the Corrib gas field and the resultant local reaction 

against it, or the protests surrounding the construction of electricity pylons for 

Eirgrid’s new Meath to Cavan power line, to get a glimpse of what may happen if 

local communities were to react negatively towards a greater proliferation of wind 

farms on the landscape. With the current re-structuring of the electricity network 

and the subsequent wider environmental consequences of energy production as a 

whole, there will be an increased impact on a greater proportion of the population 

than was heretofore the case; and as such an increase in the complexity of issues 

local governments will have face as they try to implement central government 

policy. A valid question one might propose: are local governments ready or able to 

deal with these issues given the limited resources and powers available to them in 

an Irish context? These tensions between the aspirations of central government and 

                                                       
14 If one looks at Map 1 (see page 128), which identifies the levelised energy costs estimated for the 
island of Ireland for wind generated electricity, one can see that there is a clear disconnect between 
where the most cost-effective wind farms should be and where they have been installed to date. 
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local realities will become more acute into the future, especially if the 2020 target 

of over 6,000MW of installed wind generated electrical capacity is to be realised 

(Walsh, 2009). In order to meet this target an estimated 300MW to 400MW of wind 

capacity must be rolled out annually. With only 58MW added to the grid in 2007 

(Cooke, 2008), one can see that there has been a clear dislocation between national 

government policy and what is being achieved at local level. 

  

In order to understand how we are in this current situation, we must first examine 

the structures of governance as practiced in this State, particularly the role that 

local government plays within this framework. There has been much academic 

interest in local government down through the years, both internationally 

(Chandler, 1993; Elcock, 1994; Davis, 1996; Copus, 2004; Leighninger, 2006) and in 

the context of the Republic of Ireland (Meghen, 1973; Roche, 1982; Collins, 1985, 

1986a; Batley and Stoker, 1991; Hesse and Sharpe, 1991; McManus, 1993; 

Beetham, 1996; Boyle et al., 2003; Callanan and Keogan, 2003; Sheehy, 2003). So 

what are local authorities/governments, how are they structured, and how have 

they evolved in Ireland?  

 

Desmond Roche (1982) gives a rather generic description of a local authority as 

incorporating "a system of administration in political subdivisions of the state, by 

elected bodies having substantial control of local affairs, including the power to 

impose taxes", though the ability of local authorities in Ireland to raise taxes is quite 

limited compared to other European countries (Dollard 2003). The European 

Charter of Local Self Government (1985), which the Irish government has signed up 

to, states that "local self-government denotes the right and ability of local 

authorities, within the limits of the law, to regulate and manage a substantial share 

of public affairs under their own responsibility and in the interest of the local 

populations" (Council of Europe, 1985: 2). Since 1999 “local government and local 

democracy are specifically provided for in the Constitution...again underpinning the 

separate status that continues to be assigned to local government" (Callanan, 2003: 

11). However despite this separate status, Ireland remains one of the most 

centralised states within the European Union (Freehill, 2006; in National Forum on 
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Europe, 2010). Paradoxically, Ireland saw a strengthening of centralised policy 

during the 1970s as a result of EU structural funding, though this was later reformed 

somewhat during the 1980s and 1990s (O’Donnell, 2000). 

  

Local government has had a long history in Ireland and we need to go back to 1898, 

and the passing of the Local Government Act, to see the establishment of local 

government within the legal framework of political control in Ireland (Collins, 1985). 

The Act saw the transfer of various administrative powers to the newly established, 

locally-elected city and county councils and continued as such until it was again 

seen to need modernisation in the 1920s, due to increasing tensions between the 

newly established central authority in Dublin and pre-existing local governments 

(Sheehy, 2003). These modernisation processes led to the creation of management 

structures, similar to systems already seen in American cities, and culminated in the 

County Management Act, 1940, which extended the concept of executive 

management to the county councils (Boyle et al., 2003). Under this system 

executive functions lay with the county manager who was charged with carrying out 

day-to-day decisions, which were in turn subject to established policy. These 

responsibilities included the granting of planning permission. However, as Callanan 

(2003) highlights, despite an emphasis on a strong management model for local 

authorities, the actual power and range of functions allowed to local governments 

was, and still is, quite limited. Despite this, local authorities are still expected to 

"operate within the framework of national policy" and under the Local Government 

Act 1991 were given the power of "general competence", albeit again under strict 

limitations. The subsequent Local Government Act 2001 consolidated the changes 

as outlined in the report Better Local Government - A Programme for Change 1996, 

recognising that:  

 

local authorities are the only bodies outside of the Dáil whose members are 
democratically elected by all of the people. This gives local government a status 
which distinguishes it from all other agencies - public, private or voluntary 

(Callanan, 2003: 9) 
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It is this special status within the democratic framework that has led commentators 

to see local government as vital to the structure of civil society and the creation of 

local identities that in turn contribute to the wider national experience, as Mara 

Kolesas (1998) shows in her example of Argentina and the contribution local 

governments are making towards shaping Argentine citizenship. Put in this context 

it is easy to agree with Callanan and Keogan’s claim that "local government is a vital 

factor in underpinning a nation's democracy" (2003: 5). However the Irish 

experience, as Hesse and Sharpe (1991) highlight, has seen an emphasis on service 

provision rather than as a meaningful platform for local democracy. This has led 

Callanan and Keogan (2003) to argue that the importance of local government to 

the nation's democratic system has often been overlooked, a legacy which the 

authors suggest, is inherited from our historical links to the United Kingdom where 

democracy and sovereignty has historically been exclusively vested in the national 

legislature. If the tensions between national policy and local realities are to be 

resolved in a fair and transparent manner we must be prepared to accept that local 

government is indeed central to our understanding of the ways in which democracy 

functions within society (Andrew and Goldsmith, 1998). Therefore policy can at 

times be influenced by actors, or interest groups, in a variety of ways but this 

influence can vary depending on locality, organisational context and the issues 

involved (Abrar et al., 1998). 

 

There are four key roles that local authorities are generally responsible for. These 

include: an instrument of local democracy; a provider of services; an agent of 

central government; and as a local regulator (Callanan and Keogan, 2003). The local 

authority’s role as "local regulator" is of particular interest here, since it is in this 

capacity that local governments carry out their planning and development duties 

and it is where the potential for tension between a local government's role as 

service provider and its role as regulator can often arise. As regulators, it is the local 

authority’s responsibility to take a more detached position and make potentially 

unpopular decisions when implementing national policy, such as whether to grant 

or refuse planning permission (Callanan, 2003). The potential opportunity for 

scenarios where unpopular decisions need to be made is set to increase into the 
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future especially in relation to environmental issues, and our knowledge of “local 

government (and local governance) requires an understanding of the local network 

of structures at the local level that play a role in the governing of local society 

today” (Andrew and Goldsmith, 1998: 100). 

 

While local government in the UK has seen a greater devolution of power than here 

in Ireland, difficulties are also experienced there when trying to get wind farm 

developments through the planning process. The Welsh Assembly’s response to this 

“planning problem” was to act unilaterally, strengthening centralised control over 

the process and in turn imposed centrally-determined “Strategic Search Areas” for 

large-scale onshore wind farm developments, overriding local decision-making 

processes (Cowell, 2007). A similar situation has occurred here with the 

establishment of An Bord Pleanála15. Indeed, the likelihood of greater centralised 

control can be seen to be even more probable here considering local decision-

making processes are even more curtailed than in the UK, raising further questions 

of legitimacy and power in the democratic process16. 

 

2.4 Understanding Choice and Space in Socio-Environmental Flows 
 

Our society is constructed around flows: flows of capital, flows of information, 
flows of technology, flows of organizational interactions, flows of images, 
sounds, and symbols. Flows are not just one element of the social organization: 
they are the expression of processes dominating our economic, political, and 
symbolic life.  

(Castells, 1996: 442) 
 

In order to understand how the presence of wind turbines can influence how one 

uses and consumes the landscape within the construct of a flow, particularly as an 
                                                       
15 See page 71 for greater description of the national body. 
16 Discussions about legitimacy here, must be distinguished from any legal or judicial meaning, but 
rather legitimacy is defined as meaning “support for, and acceptability of, governmental initiatives 
and actions broadly defined, something not far removed from Easton’s (1965) concept of political 
support” (Andrew and Goldsmith, 1998: 106). Such political support for local government and the 
rolling out of new energy infrastructures may be called into question if local “decision-making” 
capacity is curtailed and political power is considered to be ceded elsewhere; since as Gilles Deleuze 
explains when looking at Foucault’s views on the state (here it can be applied to both local and 
national levels of government) that “power is not homogeneous but can be defined only by the 
particular points through which it passes" (Deleuze, 1986: 23). 
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expression of the mobile processes dominating one’s lifestyle choices, it is useful to 

apply Spaargaren and van Vliet’s (2000) writing on the effects lifestyle and 

consumption trends have on the environment. Much of the literature prior to this 

has focused on the processes of production as an end in and of itself, often ignoring 

the role played by consumption particularly around behaviour and lifestyle choices, 

due in part it is suggested to the sheer complexity of the influences involved. This 

has led the authors to conclude that the study of consumption has, to a large 

extent, been neglected by environmental sociologists and cite a number of reasons 

for this apparent neglect. They include the multifarious determinants one must 

consider when looking at consumption compared to the more centralised processes 

associated with production. Production, they argue, is a phenomenon that has 

proven to be much easier for researchers to quantify. They argue that the 

assumption within much of the literature that consumption is a ‘derivative’ of 

production is misguided. By applying Giddens’ structuration theory they suggest 

that the role of lifestyle (which refers to the degree of coherence in people’s 

behaviour) is important, as is the notion of integration, since the:  

 

modes of action followed in one context may reasonably differ from those 
adopted in others 

(Spaargaren and van Vliet, 2000: 55) 
 

The model in Figure 2.1 helps to conceptualise these consumption practices within 

a “structurationist” scheme in which consumption behaviour is linked to the 

structures involved in the production of social practices. We can also see how ideas 

and behaviours can flow between these structures, producing actions that may not 

at first appear predictable or consistent. When we view consumption within this 

conceptual framework, it can take on a myriad of different contextual meanings. It 

can refer to, as an example, a hillwalker “consuming” the landscape by virtue of the 

very act of walking through it and experiencing the physicality of it. The hillwalker 

may also “consume” the visual meaning of it by representing it as a “pristine” 

landscape. This consumption of the pristine, through representation, may come 

from the hillwalker’s preset ideas of what a pristine landscape should look like. The 

presence of wind farms on the landscape may in turn change that opinion, or 
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indeed consolidate it, depending on how that person views the turbines 

themselves. The turbines may signal evidence of rampant industrialisation of upland 

areas or they may signal a reassuring consolidation of “green” and “clean” energy 

production, which in turn is contributing towards solving larger environmental 

issues, most notably human-induced climate change. While this “consumption” is 

subjective in nature it is no less important so long as the individual maintains a 

certain level of coherency in lifestyle choices and integration practices, which in 

turn help to maintain credibility. As such one can accept the need for wind farms 

but at the same time object to the way in which they are being developed, so long 

as this opinion doesn’t contradict the framework of practices one adopts.  

 

 

The multi-interpretable complexity of how something is consumed can be seen as 

mirrored in the way renewable energies flow through society. The notion of 

environmental flows has received greater attention in recent years amongst social 

theory scholars looking to provide more flexible explanations of the major 

transformations occurring in contemporary states and societies. Whether this is 

done in order to better understand the macro-level processes of globalisation as 

applied by Mol and van den Burg (2004), or the myriad of complexities involved in 

Figure 2.1 A conceptual model for studying consumption practices (Source: Spaargaren and 
van Vliet, 2000: 53). 
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the water dynamics of a river ecosystem (Babu and Kumara, 2009) from which the 

concept of environmental flows originated, it is proving to be an increasingly 

adaptive and useful tool. Understanding globalisation within the contexts of 

renewable energy production is also important since, as Mol and van den Burg 

suggest: 

 

the changing relation between the global and the local is conceptualised in 
different ways, from glocalisation (cf. Robertson, 1995) to the duality of ‘space 
of flow’ and ‘space of place’ (Castells, 1996/1997). There seems to be 
agreement among scholars on the fact that global economic, technological, 
cultural and political developments do not determine local social practices and 
institutions. But interpretations differ when it comes to the ‘balance of power 
and influence’, as well as the mechanisms, interactions and relations between 
the local and the global.  

(Mol and van den Burg, 2004: 318) 
 

Using Castells’ ideas of competing ‘spaces of flow’ and ‘spaces of place’ Mol and van 

den Burg (2004) highlight how traditional global economic networks and the newer 

information and communications technology industries continually use flows, traffic 

and the space of flows as conduits for improving their information and financial 

services in order to consolidate their wealth. These spaces of flow have helped drive 

the massive restructuring of current world systems through the very networks that 

sustain them; and as such are worthy of social enquiry. The second part of Castells’ 

analysis doesn’t meet with the same approval however, since he situates the 

environment and its representatives/protectors (in his case environmental non-

government organisations, eNGOs) within what he terms the spaces of place, which 

in turn often become sites of local resistance to the globalised networks of capital 

and power. While Mol and van den Burg agree with this premise to a point, they 

dismiss it as too simplistic an interpretation of where the environment is really 

positioned in relation to globalisation discourses. They argue that while the 

environment does often occupy Castells’ space of place, it is: 

 

also embedded in the space of flows and in the global networks that ‘govern’ 
these flows. Flows of, among others, renewable energy, eco-labels, 
environmental information, green products and environmental norms and 
standards, are as much part and parcel of the space of flows as the flows of 
economic and monetary capital and cosmopolitan citizens (cf. Mol & 
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Spaargaren, 2003). Interpreting environmental protection and governance no 
longer as a place-bound activity means also to open up the place-boundedness 
of the (local) environmental state. 

(Mol and van den Burg, 2004: 319) 
 

They go on to show how issues of governance and the role of the state have always 

held precedence in the discourses of the environmental social sciences with the 

state often seen as the “‘natural’ institution to regulate the consumption of 

collective goods” (Mol and van den Burg, 2004: 319) as well as maintaining the right 

of management or intervention in any given environmental problem. The strong 

normative logic underpinning these assumptions has been strengthened during the 

1990s even in light of continued globalisation. Despite state autonomy often getting 

superseded by international treaties such as the Kyoto Protocol, in most cases the 

state remains responsible for the continued management, control and reform of 

environmental issues as they arise. However as Monica Salomon (2008) shows, 

using Taylor’s (2000; 2005) theories on global governance networks, local actors (in 

her case the municipal governments of Barcelona and Porto Alegre) are increasingly 

connected to wider global networks that can supersede the role played by national 

government in some instances, becoming nodes of global governance in their own 

right. Again, mirroring the precepts of multi-level governance, national governments 

may often be viewed as too restricted or cumbersome to deal effectively with issues 

seen as important at local level, while at the same time too small to deal effectively 

with global environmental crises such as human-induced climate change, fresh 

water conservation, or sustainable energy production. Mol and van den Burg argue 

that as societies adapt to the increasingly mobile networks and flows of the new 

global order, older more centralised forms of governance can no longer control 

these networks effectively leading, they argue, to greater opportunities for a flatter 

more democratically engaged civil society.  

 

Increasingly, with the growing global complexity of (economic) networks and 
flows, local civil society actors are interpreted as co-producers and co-
providers, as counter-veiling powers, as constructors of new arrangements, as 
legitimisers of global MNCs17; in short: as key actors in governance. 

(Mol and van den Burg, 2004: 321) 
                                                       
17 MNCs here mean multinational corporations. 
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Whether this is achieved or not is largely dependent however on locally-specific 

circumstances in which the key actors find themselves. The authors do have a point 

regarding the potential for change that advanced communications and IT 

technologies can offer local civil society actors who wish to engage more in issues of 

governance, be they local or otherwise. Advanced technologies can provide an 

opportunity to impede the flow of global capital, as well as improve the conditions 

for these same global networks. One can argue that it has become easier to oppose 

or protest against capital-intensive projects such as onshore wind farms due to the 

vast networking opportunities that the internet offers, along with other 

communications technologies, to local actors. No longer can a locally-specific group 

be seen as acting alone in its opposition to a given development when it can form 

linkages with other anti-wind action-groups, both at national and international 

level. These networks provide opportunities for protesters to share experiences and 

discuss what works and doesn’t work when responding to developers and the 

planning authorities. Using the CANAG18 website as an example, action groups can 

provide coaching to more inexperienced members on what language is appropriate 

to use when writing a planning objection, for instance. To an extent the internet can 

allow for a certain “flattening out” of expertise and privileged knowledges, or rather 

democratise these knowledges to those who can afford to access it, making the 

planning processes appear in many ways to be more transparent. While this can 

provide the opportunity for specific agendas to become more obvious to the actors 

involved, it must also be noted that the level of access to these knowledges is still 

very much dependent on the amount of resources available to a local community. 

 

2.5 Issues of Governance and Socio-Environmental Innovation 
 

Multi-level governance implies a shift from a policy-making process which was 
primarily intergovernmental to a process that involves the supra-national level, 
i.e. the EU Commission, the Court of Justice and the Parliament; the national 
level, i.e. the Council of Ministers; and the sub-national level, i.e. the regions  

(Kjær, 2004: 16) 

                                                       
18 The anti-wind action group discussed in Chapter Eight. 
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All of this affects the role of the state and its structures of governance within these 

fragmented, though powerful, globalised networks. Mol and Spaargaren (2006) also 

refer to the changing characteristics of the nation-state as it responds to the 

prevailing market forces of liberalisation, state privatisation and globalisation. They 

argue that one must acknowledge that governments have been in effect been 

changing their administrative responsibilities, pooling resources to identify and 

regulate selected issues deemed a priority rather than involving itself in every detail 

of public life. 

 

Under conditions of globalisation states  have  lost  the  ability  and  willingness  
to  detail  the  patterns,  regularities  and  order  of societies, and increasingly 
turn to regulating mobilities and ensuring the conditions for favourable 
interaction processes and flows. The EU is put forward by Urry (2000b) as the 
prototype example of a gamekeeper state, a relatively small bureaucracy 
regulating activities and mobilities based on computer-based information. But 
in developing the gamekeeping perspective, the sociology of flows moves much 
beyond this metaphor as far as nation-states are concerned. 

(Mol and Spaargaren, 2006: 9) 

 

The degree of control and influence the gamekeeper state, in this instance the EU, 

has on individual nation-states can be seen in the tendency for Member State 

governments to adopt EU directives, on everything from the protection of wildlife 

habitats and water conservation, to the promotion of renewable electricity 

generation and emissions trading rather than devise their own policy approaches. 

This “franchising out” of legislation continues to be extremely successful for entities 

like the European Union in directing policy flows within its territory. During the 

recent Irish Lisbon Treaty referendums critics of the treaty highlighted that “at least 

80 percent of the legislation passed in every European country now comes directly 

from Brussels” (George, 2007). Though this figure has been disputed by UK Labour 

MEP19 Richard Corbett who claimed that the figures are actually much lower, 

stating that EU law passed in a number of member countries totalled no more than 

nine percent for the UK, 6.3 percent for Sweden, and twelve percent according to 

the Finnish parliament (Corbett, 2009). Whatever the exact figure, it is safe to say 

                                                       
19 Member of European Parliament. 
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that member states engaged in supranational networks such as the European Union 

have: 

 

become dependent on and [are essentially] nodes of a broader network of 
power. Their declining  authority is placed in between and dependent on 
networks of capital, production, communication international institutions, 
crime, transnational religions, and non-governmental organizations on the one 
hand and on the other the space of place, with communities,  tribes,  localities, 
cults, gangs, and  local  identities. For one, this means that states have become 
less and less able to act purposefully, to influence the outcomes of global 
processes in the space of flows. Secondly, in the network society states have 
been transformed from sovereign subjects into strategic actors, who foster 
productivity and competitiveness of their economies by allying themselves 
closely with economic interests and structured by global rules favourable to 
capital flows. 

(Mol and Spaargaren, 2006: 9) 

 

The notion of the state acting as a strategic actor, allying itself to global networks of 

capital, rather than representing the interests of its citizens, is important here as it 

raises questions of impartiality on the part of state actors when dealing with 

localised, environmental conflicts (Aitken et al., 2008). A useful illustration of this is 

the dispute led by the Shell To Sea network, which has been campaigning for a 

number of years in north Mayo against the installation of a pipeline and terminal to 

service the Corrib Gas Field. Though often conveniently divided by the media into 

two conflicting sides, namely with community actors on the one hand and the state 

and its partner multi-national corporation on the other, this type of narrow 

discourse does not allow for more critical issues driving the dispute to come to the 

fore (Garavan, 2006). The space-specific referencing of the campaign to Mayo also 

fails to recognise the wider network to which this campaign belongs. Originating in 

the Erris community, amongst those directly affected by the development, the Shell 

To Sea campaign draws support from other campaign groups both in Ireland and 

abroad. Their website, www.corribsos.com, provides links to other protest groups 

such as the No Toomes Power Plant in County Louth, as well as the environmental 

justice and human rights group Global Community Monitor (GCM). In 2007 a 

member of the Shell To Sea campaign, Willie Corduff, received the international 

Goldman Environmental Prize. Held in San Francisco every April, this annual prize is 

awarded to grassroots environmental activists and campaigners, coinciding with 

http://www.corribsos.com/
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international Earth Day20. Winners are selected by an international panel from 

confidential nominations submitted by numerous environmental groups and 

organizations from around the world. Given the fact that this prize directs its 

attention towards often little-known or isolated activists, in an effort to promote 

wider recognition of their efforts, it clearly shows that the: 

 

mobility of environmental ideas, information, interpretation frameworks 
flowing between networks and nodes around the globe, can - according to the 
sociology of flow – be interpreted in much the same way as material flows. 
Rather than place-bound, geographical communities, mobile placeless 
communities are emerging under conditions of global complexity, each 
involving a particular intersection of belonging and travelling: e.g. groupings or 
alliances organised around food, gender, environment, spirituality, road 
protests, culture etc. These communities are within and beyond the nation-
state. Regions, boundaries and places become relative, permeable. 

(Mol and Spaargaren, 2006: 18) 

 

The mobile, placeless communities that Mol and Spaargaren refer to here, it can be 

argued, inhabit hybridised spaces being at the same time both globally and locally 

place-specific. As its name suggests, socio-environmental flows are rarely 

exclusively material or social in composition, but exist within accelerated, multi-

representational, multi-dimensional, mobile networks where traditional pathways 

of power can become superseded or ignored. As we have seen from the previous 

example social movements or environmental action groups do not always operate 

strictly within defined social parameters but can and do become part of the system 

of material and intellectual flows within which they are located. The sheer 

complexity of trying to conceptualise contemporary global networks and flows can 

be seen in the multiplicity of influences a given network is subject to. As Mol and 

Spaargaren (2006) conclude, in order to analyse and understand twenty-first 

century environmental flows in global modernity: 

 

the key starting point should lie in the differentiation between region, 
networks and fluids and the unravelling  of  combinations of  specific  flows  
and characteristic  scapes that  ‘govern’  the  flow. Environmental  flows  could  
be categorized  in  conventional material  and  energy  flows  (the additions and 
withdrawals of waste, electricity, water, metal ores, etc.), mobile material 

                                                       
20 First held on April 22, 1970 this annual international event is now run by the Earth Day Network. 
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objects that carry with them an articulated environmental profile 
(automobility, green products, etc.) and non-material environmental flows  
(such as environmental information, environmental movements, 
environmental discourses, environmental management concepts). Such flows 
can be interpreted from a region, global integrated network and/or a global 
fluid perspective. 

(Mol and Spaargaren, 2006: 23) 
 

2.6 Conclusions 
This chapter introduced the first part of this study’s conceptual framework by 

situating the literature on public policy into a narrative of mobility, whereby it can 

be explained as operating as a flow. In this way, we begin to understand how 

contemporary trends in socio-environmental modernisation operate within the 

European Union, through the multi-level governance structures that make up this 

network. This has helped to inform us of the fluid, multi-relational processes 

associated with globalisation and how these multi-directional relationships between 

what were once considered to be easily distinguishable local and global spaces are 

now more complex and transferable. The dynamics of flow were also explored in 

order to explain how instances of disruption or inertia can arise by way of 

turbulence. In keeping with the concept of flow, the role of local government and 

how it operates within the multi-level governance networks that constitute the EU 

was then explored. Since local governments and the spaces they regulate appear at 

the end of these flows the increased likelihood of turbulence creating inertias at 

these stages of the flow was also addressed.  

 

The concept of flow also provides a useful context in which to explore issues of 

agency in such networks. The choices actors make when perceiving a given socio-

environmental issue, in our case the siting of wind farms on the landscape, can 

conflict with how policy makers and planners view the same topic. This can occur 

despite both parties being for the most part in agreement in overall terms that wind 

energy needs to be adopted more vigorously into the electricity grid. Therefore 

agency is shown to be predominately tied up with the choices actors make when 

negotiating these spaces of flow found within the multi-level governance networks 

of the European Union. Castells’ ideas on the space of place and the space of flow, 
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as interpreted by Mol and van den Burg (2004), was also discussed in order to show 

how new communication technologies have impacted on our contemporary 

understandings of these socio-environmental networks with their sites of resistance 

at intersecting nodes in the movement of power, energy and capital. 

 

This, in turn, brings us neatly to the final section of this chapter which looked at 

how these issues inform the governance and regulation of these spaces of flow, and 

indeed (re)interpretations of place, as they occur within the EU. Viewing public 

policy as a system of flow, subject to specific mobilites with their own structures of 

space and place, allows for a unique insight into how contemporary policy operates 

and is negotiated along these multi-scalar networks. The next chapter, which 

constitutes the second part of the study’s conceptual framework, will look at how 

these localised spaces are interpreted and contested by introducing the theoretical 

arguments that inform our understanding of contemporary ruralities through 

representations landscape and space occupying a nature versus culture paradigm. 

The role NIMBYism plays in explaining local resistances to public policy is also 

explored.   
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Chapter Three 

Landscape, Nature and the Contestation of Wind 
Power Spaces 

 

 

 

 

 

We all know what it feels like to be out in the open air on a windy day. Yet once 
we try to pin it down within established categories and conventions of thought, 
no experience could be more elusive. What is the open air? 

(Ingold, 2008: 17) 
 

 

 

 

Wind envelops people within their environment and breathing is the basis of 
life [and] Wind as breath of life reflects a basic daily experience as much as a 
mythological truth. 

(Low and Hsu, 2008: 2) 
 

 

 

 

People are so familiar with the interview both as a research tool and in their 
everyday lives that its unusual characteristics, to which we drew attention, go 
almost unnoticed. These interactional rules of the interview are fundamental to 
the process. Undoubtedly, the interview has proved itself capable of yielding 
valid information. As an intrinsic part of a research design, interviews offer a 
reasonable chance that we can achieve some control along with meaningful 
comparisons 

(Bechhofer and Paterson, 2000:  96) 
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3.0 Introduction 
This chapter will broaden out my analysis of the processes that are shaping society, 

as it continues its current technological shift towards greater renewable electricity 

generation, by bringing together other key critical areas of thought found in the 

literature. Given Ireland’s (and indeed the EU’s) dependence on imported 

hydrocarbon energy, namely oil and natural gas, and the dispersed populations that 

occupy much of our rural landscapes it is essential that any researcher proposing to 

conduct fieldwork on the Irish wind energy sector must pose a series of questions 

regarding the processes that are continually influencing these often divergent 

ruralities. Questions that arise include: can a rural landscape hold industrial 

electricity infrastructure and still remain rural; and what kind of influences do the 

dispersed, often highly-mobile populations that occupy these spaces have on how 

energy policy is implemented?  

 

It will first acknowledge the importance of the conceptual turn in rural geography 

during the 1990s, which tore down traditional, positivist assumptions of rural 

spaces as invariably homogenous, simplified social constructs. Research since then 

has shown that rural spaces are anything but simple. The changing energy 

infrastructures being built to accommodate wind farm installations, and their 

impact on contemporary rural landscapes, feed into these discourses. In fact, some 

of the debates surrounding present day wind turbines and their affect on the 

landscape mirror similar debates from the 1930s in the United Kingdom regarding 

the construction of the then nascent national electricity grid. Then, as now, 

concerns over the infrastructural legacy of electricity pylons on the landscape were 

vocalised in the media by those residing in the rural areas affected. Groups such as 

The Council for the Preservation of Rural England and other "impractical aesthetes" 

(Secret Life of the National Grid, 2010) such as John Maynard Keynes and Rudyard 

Kipling amongst others, wrote impassioned letters to the editors of national 

newspapers such as The Times, in London, appealing to East Sussex County Council 

and other associate local authorities to: 
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withhold its approval of the proposal of the Central Electricity Board to carry 
high tension wires on steel masts across the Sussex Downs 

(The Times, 1929)  
 

Letters to the editor, such as the one mentioned above, show that the rural 

landscape has always been a contested space. This chapter will go on to analyse our 

understanding of landscape and how interpretations of what it means to be 

cultural, as opposed to natural, define how we represent these rural spaces. Once 

these concepts have been elucidated, we will then turn to the discourses largely 

focused on the theory versus praxis debate in the spatial planning literature. 

Drawing from what Fischer and Forester (1993) have coined as the argumentative 

turn in public policy and planning it  will assess the role of civic engagement as a 

possible solution to defusing “tensions at the local” (Breukers and Wolsink, 2007: 

2737). 

 

The chapter will conclude by examining existing literature concerned with wind 

power planning conflicts, contextualising how these debates inform representations 

of rural space and our understanding of contemporary ruralities. The concept of 

NIMBYism will be assessed here to see if it can bring anything new to these debates 

or as some commentators have suggested (Wolsink, 2006) dismiss it as an invalid 

theory that, through its language, obstructs our efforts to locate and understand 

the real causes driving such conflicts. 

 

3.1 New Understandings of Rurality: Meaning and Practice 
 

Accounts of rural life have viewed the mainstream interconnections between 
culture and rurality through the lens of typically white, male, middle-class 
narratives 

(Cloke and Little, 1997: 3) 
 
The cultural turn in rural geography, since the early 1990s, has seen an increasingly 

reflexive approach being taken in the literature, challenging the previously held 

view of rural spaces consisting of relatively stable, homogenous social groups. This 

reflexivity has helped to acknowledge the dominant situated knowledges and 

experiences of mainly white, middle-class, and usually middle-aged, males within 
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earlier discourses and was largely ignited by Chris Philo’s (1992), now seminal, 

article in the Journal of Rural Studies titled Neglected Rural Geographies: A Review. 

Since then, contemporary critical thinking has permeated rural geography (Hughes 

et al., 2000) with researchers acknowledging the need to draw upon methodological 

approaches other than the established positivist traditions popular within 

economics and natural sciences, along with the dominant paradigms that they 

engender (Hunt, 1991). However, this has not been easy when one considers the 

almost ubiquitous current of positivist thought operating within many of the social 

flows found in contemporary society. Rudy Hirschheim has defined positivism as: 

 

an epistemology which posits beliefs (emerging from the search for regularity 
and causal relationships) and scrutinizes them through empirical testing. 
Positivism has a long and rich historical tradition. It is so embedded in our 
society that knowledge claims not grounded in positivist thought are simply 
dismissed as ascientific and therefore invalid  

(Hirschheim, 1992: 3) 
 
This dominant paradigm, however, has been roundly challenged and contributors 

such as Paul Cloke (1997) have championed the use of qualitative research methods 

as equally valid means for researching the experiences of rural peoples and the 

environments they inhabit in order to investigate beyond the easily-quantifiable 

strategies applied by positivist practitioners. Participant observation and other 

ethnographic approaches continue to be seen as much valued tools in the 

methodologies practiced by contemporary rural geographers with the “sensitive use 

of ethnographies and discourse analyses...adding to our understanding of the 

differences and messinesses of rural lifestyles” (Cloke, 1997: 372). It is this 

willingness to acknowledge the difficulties in researching certain ruralities and a 

desire to engage with the wider intellectual and public debates that have ensured 

rural geography’s continued relevance in the field of countryside and rural policy 

(Lowe and Ward, 2007). 

 

Of particular interest is the growing attention being paid towards the discourses on 

the “environment and alternative and emerging uses of rural space” (Bonanno, 

2006: 317). How rural spaces are shaped by the commodifying processes of inward-
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migration, transient leisure activities and more formal types of tourism have been 

addressed by the likes of Cloke (1993; 2007) who refers to Mormont’s 1990 study, 

which identified five contemporary trends that determine how rural space and 

place is interpreted by those living there, compared to those who experience it on a 

more ad hoc basis. These trends include: 

 

• an increase in mobility of people, resulting in an erosion of the 
autonomy of local communities 

• a delocalisation of economic activity and the associated heterogeneity 
of economic zones 

• new specialised uses of rural spaces (especially related to tourism), 
creating new specialised networks of relations in the areas concerned, 
many of which are no longer localised 

• the fact that people inhabiting rural space increasingly include a 
diversity of temporary visitors as well as residents 

• the fact that rural spaces now tend to perform functions for non-rural 
users and can exist independently of the actions of rural people 

(Mormont, 1990, in Cloke, 2007: 96) 
 

These discourses on tourism and leisure activities are (re)presented in debates on 

the siting of wind farms in the rural landscape, with questions being raised as to 

their possible impacts on tourism in sensitive rural areas (Ó Dubháin, 2008) deemed 

to be of national scenic importance (Fáilte Ireland, 2008). They also highlight the 

dynamic multi-relational experiences local territories share with their extralocal 

economic and institutional environments (Ray, 2006). In an Irish context this can be 

seen in the escalated level of construction, particularly in one-off housing, 

experienced over the years of economic boom, the so-called Celtic Tiger, in many 

rural areas. Resident populations, in the main, were co-opted into commuting to 

urban centres for employment leading to a greater “rural sprawl” and the 

suburbanisation of the Irish population. This fact was already recognised by the 

European Environment Agency by the early 2000s (Hogan, 2004b) and such trends 

have led some commentators to speculate on the relevance of rurality as a useful 

term at all to describe contemporary experiences. 

 

There has thus been a two-fold acceleration in the blurring of 'country' and 
'city', with important implications for the importance of rurality as a socially 
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constructed and discursive category, or indeed as an unknowably complex 
category which has become ambiguous and ambivalent in a 'post-rural' age 

(Cloke, 1997: 368) 
 

This recognition of rurality, both by its definition and application as being somewhat 

problematic and ambiguous, can also be seen in our collective understanding and 

interpretation of other concepts associated with the very spaces that we recognise 

as rural, which we will explore shortly. However it is important to note that despite 

these ambivalences, or maybe because of them, they still retain a great deal of 

value given their continued use amongst the competing actors involved in the 

contested ruralities found around contemporary wind farm debates.  

 

3.2 Nature / Culture and the Representation of Landscape 
 

The nature and culture aspects of landscape are of particular interest because 
they are interwoven in just about all European landscapes as well as being two 
current environmental concerns. Europe possesses an enormously rich variety 
of cultural landscapes, often in small-scale mosaics, reflecting ownership or 
other patterns of social space 

(Fry, 2004: 75) 
 

We cannot conceptualise the full meaning of landscape without first addressing our 

understanding of the word culture and its wider implications to geographic 

discourses. Culture has been defined rather unproblematically as “a set of shared 

practices common to a particular human group, practices that were learned and 

passed down the generations” (Cosgrove, 1984b: 122). It has been argued that 

culture was once in fact the worship of nature (Olwig, 1986; 1993) whereby humans 

participated in the natural cycles such as the breeding of cattle or the cultivation of 

crops within the physical environment. It is this “intervention” with nature that 

causes it to transform, in some way, into culture. An illustration of what is meant by 

intervention is to consider a tree growing in a field. The tree is in itself lacking in 

cultural significance or meaning, but when a landowner sees it, it is the perceptions 

held by that individual that gives it meaning. The individual may believe the tree to 

be in harmony or in conflict with that person’s interests for the field. That person 

may then perceive the tree to have a cultural significance or instead may decide to 
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chop it down as the values placed on it aren’t greater than the landowner’s plans 

for the wider landscape, in this case the field21. The tree is then processed and 

possibly made into furniture or some other wood products. The tree was absent of 

meaning until it was given it by the person using representational systems, concepts 

and signs; it thus becomes a cultural product (Cosgrove, 1989; Hall, 1997). From this 

premise we can assume that culture – the action and intervention of humans with 

their environment – can act as an agent of change within nature. Barbara Bender 

has taken this one step further and stated that nature, landscape and culture are all 

“cultural constructs” (Bender, 1996). The reasoning being that in order for one to 

experience nature one must first perceive it, and to perceive is a cultural process 

whereby a human being applies a predefined set of values on an object, in order to 

understand it, and thus causes that object to no longer be natural but cultural. 

 

So, if our understanding of nature is as a cultural construct, how do we define it and 

understand its real meaning in relation to landscape? Landscape and nature are 

often used interchangeably (Olwig, 1993) and together with nation and culture they 

are “integral to an ongoing ‘hidden’ discourse, underwriting the legitimacy of those 

who exercise power in society” (Olwig, 1993: 307). Of the entire English lexicon, 

“nature” is considered to be: 

 

perhaps the most complex word in the language. It is [also] relatively easy to 
distinguish three areas of meaning: (i) the essential quality and character of 
something; (ii) the inherent force which directs either the world or human 
beings or both; (iii) the material world itself, taken as including or not including 
human beings  

(Williams 1976: 219) 
 

 Among its many interpretations, nature has often been assumed to be the 

antithesis to culture. Nature, therefore, is a lack of culture or something before it. In 

terms of landscape, nature is the condition that a space was before human 

                                                       
21 Such a scenario has recently been played out in the national media with a landowner in County 
Meath going to jail because her belief in the intrinsic value of trees growing on her land was not 
shared by the ESB and Eirgrid, the two government bodies who were keen to build strategic 
electrical infrastructure through her land and in the process destroy a certain amount of the trees 
growing there.  
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influence. It is in effect distinct and separate from human culture. This definition of 

nature, in the negative, is problematic however (Nature, 2008: 263) since there is 

hardly any place on Earth that has not been influenced by humans in some way. The 

ecologist Bill McKibben made this point in 1989 in his book titled The End of Nature. 

However, as Norman Lockyer (writing in the Editorial for the 18th September issue 

of the weekly journal Nature) has suggested:  

 

Nature doesn't have to end if we stop defining it by humankind's absence. 
Humans prize natural spaces because they are historic, culturally significant, 
aesthetic and scientifically interesting — and, increasingly, because they have 
been recognized as providing essential services such as filtering water, 
ameliorating storm surge, providing fish, game and timber, and sequestering 
carbon. 

(Nature, 2008: 263) 
 

The reasons given above as to why humans prize natural spaces are the same 

reasons that landscapes often become contested spaces. Citing Fred Inglis (1977), in 

her 1993 book Landscapes Politics and Perspectives, Barbara Bender describes how 

humans influence and engage with the landscape causing a constant state of flux 

and renegotiation between human desire and the natural processes at work.  

 

The landscape is never inert; people engage with it, re-work it, appropriate and 
contest it. It is part of the way in which identities are created and disputed, 
whether as individual, group, or nation-state. Operating therefore at the 
juncture of history and politics, social relations and cultural perceptions, 
landscape has to be…‘a concept of high tension’ (Inglis, 1977). It also has to be 
an area of study that blows apart the conventional boundaries between the 
disciplines. 

(Bender, 1993: 3) 
 

The use of the word landscape entered the English language during the late 

sixteenth century, as a technical term used in painting (Hirsch, 1995). Deriving from 

the Dutch word landschap, which in turn had its roots in the Germanic word 

landschaft; it was first used in English as landskip (Hirsch, 1995; Schama, 1995). Its 

meaning as understood at the time was very much tied to the idea of a visualised 

space being a “unit of human occupation, indeed a jurisdiction, as much as anything 

that might be a pleasing object of depiction” (Schama, 1995: 10). The word 
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“landscape” itself can be divided into two separate words, land and scape. Land, in 

the Dutch prefix, refers to “an open space” or “parts of the surface of the earth 

which have been taken into use by people” (Olwig, 1993: 311); the cultural 

influence of humans can be thus noted. The word scape has had a number of 

different meanings in the past, the most common still in use today are “‘ship’, as in 

the word ‘township’ and, as a verb, ‘shape’, in the sense creating by shaping” 

(Olwig, 1993: 310). From this, one can extrapolate landscape to mean the shape of 

an open space. Paul Coones gives three principle explanations for the term 

landscape. These include: “a generalised or composite visual scene (stemming from 

topographical description, exploration and travel); an actual scenic view, 

commanded from a single aspect – a prospect (its currency among painters); and a 

tract of land, owned and inhabited, originally by a prestigious individual and by a 

group respectively (the Anglo-Saxon usage)” (Coones, 1996: 16). It is this very 

multiplicity of meaning that has helped to push ideas of landscape to the forefront 

of many disciplines, including the international cultural debates engaged by 

geographers in recent years.  

 

It is now generally accepted that Cosgrove’s (and others) understanding of 

landscape as a ‘way of seeing’ has won the day within the landscape history 

tradition (Lilley, 2004; Macpherson, 2006) and it is this interpretation of landscape 

as “a cultural image, a pictorial way of representing, structuring or symbolising 

surroundings” (Cosgrove and Daniels, 1988: 1) that has great relevance to the way 

we consume wind power landscapes. The landscapes in which wind farms are being 

constructed in Cork and Kerry therefore must be situated within their social, 

cultural and material contexts if we are to gain a clear understanding as to why 

these landscapes can often become contested spaces. Elizabeth Hughes goes so far 

as to state that the rural landscapes of Ireland are “almost exclusively ‘cultural 

landscapes’” (Hughes, 1999: 49) and landscapes, as Cosgrove (1985) argues, are not 

spaces void of meaning or representation, far from it. When viewed historically, the 

appropriation of landscape as a way of seeing was “bourgeois, individualist and 

related to the exercise of power", particularly capitalist power (Cosgrove, 1985: 45). 

It is this “composition and structuring of the world that may be appropriated by a 
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detached, individual spectator to whom an illusion of order and control is offered 

through the composition of space according to the certainties of geometry” 

(Cosgrove, 1985: 55). In the historical contexts given by Cosgrove and others, 

landscape was “property owned by those beholding it, capturing and controlling the 

land through representations of it as landscape in maps and in paintings” (Lilley, 

2004: 1961). This can also be said to be true for photography (Cosgrove, 1998), with 

the photomontage image, or visual simulation, taking an important role in wind 

farm planning applications. 

 

Not only is the landscape a visual representation but it is also a lived one. The 

concept of movement is important since landscapes are invariably experienced 

from the inside. In order to fully engage with a landscape we must “become active 

participants, the shifting focus of a moving abstract world; our nerves and muscles 

are all of them brought into play” (Jackson, 1958/1997; in Wylie, 2007: 52-3). As 

Donald Meinig (1979) writes about the American landscape essayist John 

Brinckerhoff Jackson and his views on the landscape idea, views which would later 

influence many of Cosgrove’s writings, landscapes emerge from very specific 

geographic, social and cultural circumstances which are embedded in the practical, 

physical experiences of nature and territory. They are: 

 

anchored in human life, not something to look at but to live in, and to live in 
socially. Landscape is a unity of people and environment which opposes in its 
reality the false dichotomy of man and nature, which Jackson regards as 
Victorian aberration 

(Meinig, 1979; in Cosgrove, 1984a: 35).  
 

This is true but as Cosgrove, amongst others, would later show landscapes are much 

more than just lived in physical territories; they are also bound in meaning and 

representation. If we apply this within an Irish context, the landscapes of west Cork 

and Kerry evoke a particular set of cultural signifiers specific to that region. As Allen 

White writes “in the past, colonial and nationalist readings of Irishness have rooted 

social, political and cultural identities within representations of the landscape of the 

West of Ireland. Each has, in turn, articulated racialised visions of Irishness as ‘dark 

and primitive’ or following independence ‘pure and unspoilt’” (White, 2007: 1). 
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Though White writes about the often negative experiences of ethnic minorities in 

contemporary rural Ireland, he also highlights how specific landscapes (in this case 

those found in the West of Ireland) were used to represent specific and exclusive 

cultural identities, which brings us to the concept of the cultural landscape. John 

Aitchison, writing on the UNESCO World Heritage Convention, charts the difficulty 

of that organisation’s effort to define the concept into a meaningful interpretation 

that could be understood across the board. A cultural landscape, it was eventually 

accepted, must reflect “the combined works of nature and man” (Aitchison, 1996: 

188).  

 

The cultural landscape, according to the organisation’s guidelines, can be one of 

three types. It can be created and designed deliberately to satisfy a particular ideal 

of an individual or group. It can also have organically evolved through a 

combination of human cultural influences and physical environmental processes; or 

it can fall into the third category whereby the landscape has had little or no material 

cultural evidence of human influence but is symbolically important by association. If 

an object, or a landscape for that matter, is to be cultural it must have a series of 

symbols and codes constructed around it so that we can read it as being cultural. A 

good example Cosgrove (1989) gives of the symbolic codification found within a 

landscape relates to what appears at first glance to be an ordinary house. However, 

on closer inspection one discovers that the house was in fact the birthplace of a 

great national figure. This leads the “initiated” to give great symbolic importance to 

this house. Though, for some people, it is only a building where someone once 

lived, for others the house is a symbolic focal point where they can actively show 

their reverence for the said figure through something that is material and corporeal. 

The house becomes a tangible embodiment of their cultural beliefs (Cosgrove, 

1989). This example shows how for one group of people an object – in this case the 

house – can have great cultural and symbolic meaning, while for others it is merely 

a piece of property with no value beyond its monetary one.  

 

Wind farms by their very nature are industrial spaces of production, where 

electricity is generated, and their presence on the landscapes they occupy blur the 
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borders between what is wild and what is industrial/domesticated space 

demonstrating a fluidity of meaning for those who live within their vicinity. In terms 

of mobility they can be seen as a sort of endowed glebae adscripti22, occupying 

place-specific sites imbued with meaning and power (Cresswell, 2006). Though they 

are static nodes of production situated along integrated, globalised and highly-

mobile energy networks, they are also representational spaces with the wind 

turbine playing a dichotomous role within our collective cultural consciousness. To 

its proponents it is representative of a “clean”, “environmentally-friendly” and 

progressive way of producing electricity, which will reduce our dependence on fossil 

fuels and limit our CO2 emissions. Its “aesthetic chic” is guaranteed by its promise of 

a cleaner future (Boone, 2005). By signing up to one of the many wind energy 

companies operating at present, consumers are reassured that they are able to 

“fight climate change with your electricity bill” (Ecotricity, 2008). One becomes in 

effect a “zerocarbonista”, taking one’s first step towards a realising a “post-oil” 

future by adopting a “post-carbon” lifestyle (Zerocarbonista.com, 2008).  

 

Such positive representations are in contrast to the negative symbolism wind 

turbines portray to others who oppose their presence on the landscape. The 

turbines are seen as industrialising rural spaces (Windaction.org, 2007) with groups 

such as National Wind Watch “working to save rural and wild places from heedless 

industrial wind energy development” (National Wind Watch, 2008), echoing The 

Council for the Preservation of Rural England’s stance of the 1930s. More cynically, 

wind turbines have featured in numerous media, especially television commercials, 

as a backdrop to whatever product is being promoted. Corporate branding by the 

likes of oil giant BP often greenwash (Greer and Bruno, 1996; Tokar, 1997) their 

image by positive association with wind turbines, featuring them in numerous 

advertising campaigns and emphasising their rebranded logo Beyond Petroleum. A 

blatant example of this was their 2007 “A Little Better Gas Station” animated ad 

                                                       
22 Literally meaning “persons attached to the land” this term was used to denote a particular class of 
Roman slave that could be sold or transferred with the land that they were perpetually forced to 
labour on. This practice was carried forward into the feudal systems of Medieval Europe with 
agricultural peasants being tied to both their lord and the land they worked on, possessing limited 
opportunity for mobility beyond their immediate locale (Cresswell, 2006).    
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campaign, featuring bright colours and inoffensive children happily driving their cars 

into an idealised BP petrol station. The landscape surrounding the petrol station has 

numerous wind turbines rotating in the background and a large cheery sun beams 

down on all. Such obvious greenwashing did not go unnoticed however and 

numerous parodies of the advert have been uploaded to the video sharing website, 

Youtube, especially in light of the Deepwater Horizon oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico 

in 2010. In response to this increasing corporate spin the environmental group 

Greenpeace awarded BP its inaugural ‘Emerald Paintbrush’ for Worst Greenwashing 

of 2008 (Rogers, no date).  

 

Clearly wind farms, and the landscapes on which they are located, are not 

“transparent, ‘pure’ and neutral” (Lefebvre, 1974: 292) spaces and these 

"compatibility problems with the environment" (Andolina et al., 1998: 31) need to 

be addressed especially within the context of how we understand the production of 

such spaces. According to Manuel Castells the space within which society operates 

is in fact the intermeshed manifestation of the relationship between the physical 

and cultural practices at play, rather than being just a static reflection of society. 

Neither passive nor inert, space proves to be problematic since: 

 

the apparently simple acknowledgement of a meaningful relationship between 
society and space hides a fundamental complexity. This is because space is not 
a reflection of society, it is its expression. In other words: space is not a 
photocopy of society, it is society. Spatial forms and processes are formed by 
the dynamics of the overall social structure. This includes contradictory trends 
derived from conflicts between social actors playing out their opposing 
interests and values. Furthermore, social processes influence space by acting 
on the built environment inherited from previous social-spatial structures. 
Indeed, space is crystallized time. 

(Castells, 1996: 441) 
 

And it is this current conflict regarding wind turbines and their multi-

representational roles within contested landscapes that will help to decide the final 

extent of development and the degree of co-operation that eventually occurs as 

this technology continues to be rolled out (Nadaï and Labussière, 2010).  
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3.3 Spatial Planning Theory and Practice 
 

Planning is that professional practice that specifically seeks 
to connect forms of knowledge with forms of action in the 
public domain 

(Friedmann, 1993: 482) 
  

Occupying a similar position to ideas on governance in the literature, planning 

theory draws widely from a variety of disciplines and as such can be problematic to 

define coherently (Campbell and Fainstein, 2003). A key consideration for any 

planning theorist is the importance of the role played by the state in social and 

spatial transformations, and as a consequence planning theory shares ideas with all 

the social sciences. This makes it rather difficult to delineate a theoretical 

framework that can be said to be specific to planning and is this eclecticism that has 

divided planners into:  

 

those who define it according to its object (land use patterns of the built and 
natural environments) and those who do so by its method (the process of 
decision making). The result is two largely separate sets of theoretical 
questions and priorities that undermine a singular definition of planning 

(Campbell and Fainstein, 2003: 2). 
 

 Another factor contributing to this complexity is that often there is no direct 

correlation between the tools of analysis that planners use and the theoretical 

frameworks that they apply, therefore defining the discipline along either 

practical/professional or theoretical/academic lines (Campbell and Fainstein, 2003).  

Campbell and Fainstein go on to state that due to the abstract nature of planning 

theory, many practitioners choose to ignore it altogether, instead focusing on how 

best to generalise from confirmative experience. This favouring of praxis, imbued in 

normative tautologies, over developing new theoretical responses to dominant 

issues of the day is so engrained that journals such as Planning Theory, and 

Planning, Theory and Practice regularly publish papers with titles such as “Re-

engaging Planning Theory?” (Yiftachel, 2006) and “In Defense of Armchair 

Theorizing” (Mandelbaum, 2006) in response to what in anthropological terms can 

be described as the prevailing eidos within the planning community. 
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However, this gap between theory and practice is not so great as to make 

theoretical engagement irrelevant. If we are to understand developments in 

planning as they are happening at present we need to engage with the literature. As 

a geographer, I am mainly concerned with planning policy and how policy, be it local 

or (supra)national, engages and shapes the spatial realities of the rural landscapes 

of west Cork and Kerry, within the context of wind farm development. Campbell 

and Fainstein (2003: 1) pose the question: "what role can planning play in 

developing the good city and region within the constraints of a capitalist political 

economy and a democratic political system?” This is especially relevant in the 

context of rural energy landscapes since the development of wind farms, 

predominantly located away from traditional centres of wealth and capital namely 

the city (Harvey, 2005) create new challenges for rural/regional planners. 

 

 Wind farms, both during construction and eventual operation, cause a number of 

environmental impacts which include but are by no means limited to landscape 

aesthetics, noise pollution and avian mortality. Such environmental considerations, 

though not exclusive, have to a certain degree challenged planners for decades. 

Also of interest are the processes that planning policies and the actors driving them 

have to negotiate, while at the same time incorporating other (inter)national 

policies namely to do with combating anthropogenic climate change and improving 

energy security (within a wind power context), as part of their overall strategy 

implementation. While not a traditional concern of planners at local level, energy 

security and the drive towards a low-carbon future are beginning to be pushed to 

the front of local government agendas. This is especially true in the UK with 

programmes like PlanLoCaL, which is run by the Centre for Sustainable Energy (CSE), 

providing support on “positively influencing strategic planning” (PlanLoCal.org.uk, 

2010) at the local level.     

 

Changes in how planning is taught in recent years has also seen an increasing 

emphasis on the importance of participatory practices in the planning process 

(Forester, 1993, 1999; Moote et al., 1997; Ulrich, 2007; Healey., 2008). However, 
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“just how a participatory process might inform a final plan, and vice versa,” is not 

often alluded to for the student (MacCallum, 2008: 326). This relationship between 

participatory process and the final product, “a good plan”, often raise theoretical 

and practical challenges for planners, resulting in uneven experiences for those 

engaging in the planning process. 

 

Despite this “communicative turn” in planning theory (Healey, 1996; MacCallam, 

2008) Breukers and Wolsink (2007) have highlighted the diverging achievements in 

wind power implementation across a number of EU Member States. They 

acknowledge that local social acceptance can be problematic (with varying degrees 

of hostility) and that “policy-makers and wind project developers do not sufficiently 

recognise the nature of the tensions at the local” (Breukers and Wolsink, 2007: 

2737). Over the course of this research many wind farm developers admitted to 

actively choosing to abandon engagement with local communities at all stages of 

the planning process, reasoning that it is too problematic for them and that 

providing “information evenings” for local communities only served to act as 

“lightning rods” to anyone who may be against the development, as well as 

providing a platform from which the project could be sabotaged.  

 

Whether this is the real reason for the disengagement by developers in the 

consultative processes or as a result of genuine hostility to the “arrogant” actions of 

some developers, there is clear discontent shown by some local actors to the 

decision-making processes (Wolsink, 1994, 2007; Breukers and Wolsink, 2007). An 

emphasis on municipal information systems (Klosterman, 2003) as practiced in 

France, may help to diffuse these types of tensions, but clearly as Innes and Booher 

(2004) suggest, planners need to be careful how civic engagement initiatives are 

developed, be they organic or institutionally driven. This is especially true when 

trying to discover “what potentialities such initiatives might create for developing 

new planning practices which better promote liveable and sustainable places” 

(Healey, 2008: 381).  
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The concept of “civic engagement” has become increasingly popular in the planning 

lexicon. With a growing recognition of a steady decline in active civic participation 

(Marsh et al., 2008) and community voluntarism (Putnam, 2000) some 

commentators have promoted civic engagement as a possible answer to the 

breakdown in effective public consultation (Pahad, 2005; Kim and Ball-Rokeach, 

2006). Contributors such as David Booher assert that previous attempts, over the 

past four decades, to promote public participation were more often than not co-

opted by local governments and adapted as managerial strategies for regularising 

planning conflicts. Turning them into procedural requirements which “squeezed the 

transformative energy out of the social movement” (Healey, 2008: 379). Booher 

also argues that citizen involvement in public governance, engaging with the spatial 

planning sector of government in particular, offers huge potential for a bottom-up 

renewal in the democratic process (Booher, 2008).  

Figure 3.1 Arnstein's Ladder identifies the three main areas of civic participation that can be 
easily defined. These very much depend on the degree of engagement with local communities by 
government actors with “consultation” very much seen as empty tokenism, often resulting in 
trenchant cynicism such as the 1968 French student poster to the right of the ladder. Arnstein 
argues that the poster “encapsulates participation without redistribution of power [as] an empty 
and frustrating process for the powerless”. The poster translates into English as "I participate; 
you participate; he participates; we participate, you all participate...they profit" (Source: 
Arnstein, 1969: 216-17). 
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The need to recognise that debates around landscape and planning are also tied to 

issues involving sustainability and local community participation has been noted 

(Hughes, 1999) with a number of commentators referring to Arnstein’s Ladder in 

the literature (Hughes, 1999; Taylor, 2006) as a useful model whereby a local 

community’s level of civic participation and interaction with (local) government can 

be assessed. Arnstein’s Ladder is indeed a helpful reference point for grading levels 

of local community participation in planning/local government and does serve to 

highlight the dangers of tokenism and non-participation due to lazy (government) 

strategies. However it has also been acknowledged that in practice the level of 

community involvement tends to vary on a case-by-case basis (Hughes, 1999) 

making it difficult for planning policy-makers to adopt a one-size-fits-all approach to 

real world communities and the complexities they bring to specific cases. 

 

 

The communications and complexity scholar, James R. Taylor, in a presentation 

made to the Vancouver World Urban Forum III on June 22 2006, maps out how 

planning professionals can encourage meaningful civic engagement in the planning 

process both at a formal and informal level. In the table entitled Public Engagement 

Participants he divides the participants most likely to be involved in the process into 

five distinct groups; from the project “experts” hired to carry out the work, to the 

Figure 3.2 Public engagement participants and the techniques to promote citizen engagement 
(Source: Taylor, 2006). 
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wider public at large. His second table titled Techniques for Citizen Engagement 

charts the formal and informal approaches planners can then take to engage these 

groups and in turn promote civic engagement. 

 

Both Arnstein’s Ladder and Taylor’s tables acknowledge the inherent positions of 

power that planners have going into the process and suggest that local communities 

remain largely absent from the real decision making processes of government.  

Also, whether the formal and informal approaches advocated by Taylor are being 

adapted to existing structures within planning departments in Cork and Kerry, or 

not as the case may be, is a relevant avenue of enquiry. To date an overreliance on 

entrepreneurship and competitive market forces, by national and local government 

in Ireland has led to mixed results in the rolling out wind power developments 

across the country. At present there are over 7,000MW of wind farm applications 

still going through the planning and grid connection application processes (Cooke, 

2008). It is clear that the policy systems in place, both at local and national level, 

have been dealing inadequately with the issue to date. Whether this is a 

consequence of reactive, non-adaptive behaviours within government 

organisations, trying to cope with limited training and resources in the face of an 

ongoing “wind rush” or is something more indicative of a wider national malaise 

fostered by the rampant overdevelopment of the Celtic Tiger period remains to be 

seen. It is important to note that if we are to begin to understand these processes 

properly we must first disregard the neoliberal paradigms espoused by successive 

national governments from the recent past and take an honest appraisal of how our 

political systems are structured in order to understand why resistance to wind 

farms occur.  

 

3.4 “Think Globally, Act Locally”: Wind Power, Rural Contestations and 
the NIMBY versus Institutional Capacity Debate 
 

‘Nature’ has long been a keystone in the social construction of rurality. The 
discursive dualisms of nature-society and nature-civilisation have historically 
informed the separation of town and country in literature, art, government 
policy and lay discourse, and have fed moral geographies which by aligning 
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rurality with nature have elevated the countryside as a purer, nobler and more 
treasured space than the city. 

(Woods, 2003: 272) 
 

Writing on what he sees as the conflicting environmental visions of what is rural, 

Michael Woods highlights how the term nature is often employed by those who use 

rural spaces (whether experiencing them day-to-day or on a more transitory basis) 

to codify and convey their emotional and financial attachments to such places. 

Mirroring the strategies used to represent nature, culture and the landscape 

discussed in section 3.2, he describes how one case study in mid-Wales, the Cefn 

Croes wind farm development23, involved two competing representations of nature. 

Anti-wind farm arguments were mobilised around a place-specific discourse of 

nature as, paradoxically, both immense and fragile at the same time. 

 

In this rhetoric, a ‘natural’ landscape is ‘unspoilt’, and thus acquires the 
aesthetic qualities of being ‘beautiful’, ‘inspiring’, ‘peaceful’. Compared to the 
developed territory of much of Britain, the Cambrian Mountains landscape is 
represented as a rare surviving example of nature as wilderness. As such, 
nature is positioned as an almost spiritual force which enables the visual 
consumption of a piece of land to be translated into a moving, affecting 
experience. 

(Woods, 2003: 280) 
 

Constructed in this way the landscape was seen as prone to outside threat and the 

protesters therefore needed to organise in an effort to “protect” the landscape 

from “intrusion” and “violation” from “alien” technologies. On the other hand, 

those in favour of the development situated their representations of nature within 

a global ecosystem context, defined as equally fragile and in need of effective action 

to ensure protection in a holistic rather than locally-specific level.   

 
Supporters often made reference to rising sea levels, or melting ice caps, as a 
consequence of global warming, to emphasise the urgency of developing 
renewable energy sources. From this perspective, windfarms are not an 
‘unnatural intrusion’, but rather a technology that enables a connection to be 
drawn between global-scale problems and the responsibilities of local residents 
as inhabitants of the global environment 

(Woods, 2003: 283) 

                                                       
23 Constructed in 2005, the Cefn Croes wind farm is situated deep in the Cambrian Mountain range 
east of the university town of Aberystwyth and overlooks the Ystwyth Valley near Cwmystwyth.  



68 
 

 

These representations were largely mirrored in my own discussions with the anti-

wind campaigners and the developer discussed in Chapter Eight. As in the Cefn 

Croes case study, the protagonists involved in the Enniskeane wind farm proposal 

interpreted the mantra of “think globally, act locally” in very different ways. Organic 

Power, the developer at the centre of the proposal, emphasised the urgency for 

such development in order to combat human induced global warming and in the 

process: 

 

contribute 2.3% of the Government’s target of 15% of energy coming from 
renewable source by 2015 (1200MW). 

(Organic Power, 2008b: 37) 
 

In contrast, local campaigners against the proposal saw it as a call to protect their 

own immediate environment and engage in localised defensive actions against 

perceived outside threats. Since both perspectives utilise notions of “locality”, 

“globality”, “nature” and “rurality” (and the functional relationships between them) 

to support their opposing stances, and the terms are indeed problematic. However 

they are continuously being used by both sides of the argument to justify and 

support their particular claims. As in the UK, there is a paucity of examples where 

renewable energy projects in Ireland have had any degree of local leadership or 

engagement. When instances do arise, where some local people attempt to adopt a 

leadership role as in the case discussed in Chapter Eight, the outcomes have tended 

to be largely unsuccessful. With the industry predominately driven by the private 

sector this has led to a focus on economic and environmental concerns rather than 

taking responsibility for any of the social issues involved (Devine-Wright, 2005a). 

The emphasis on a supply-led energy system that is asocial, especially in terms of 

local people, has also informed how opposition groups make their arguments 

against a proposal, very often dismissing wind energy as wasteful and 

counterproductive.  

 

In an effort to get a handle on what should and should not be defined as local 

engagement, Devine-Wright (2005a) suggests that it may be more useful to explore 
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this in terms of local or community-embeddedness, where the energy generated is 

used locally and all profits are redistributed amongst the local population. However, 

as Woods’ (2003) writing on the Cefn Croes wind farm suggests, defining what is 

local may be problematic particularly in a rural upland context. He asks whether 

“local” should be defined in terms of those living in the immediate vicinity of a 

proposed site; or can it be taken to mean further afield, say to those living within 

sight of the constructed turbines; or indeed can it be applied to the “communities” 

of recreational users of the landscape in question (in the main city dwellers residing 

in different parts of the country). All claim to give “local” representation. Just as our 

understanding of what is local and what it global has been blurred by the 

fragmenting of rural economies into multi-scalar mobile flows of capital and social 

practice, identifying where power is both sited and expressed becomes more 

difficult to demarcate between one group or the other. 

 

Despite the significant role objectors are attributed to having in the planning 

process, especially when covered by the media (itself intent on portraying “balance” 

in the debates) Aitken et al. (2008) show how ineffective local resistance often is in 

bringing about change in policy making. They also propose that much of the 

literature, while becoming more nuanced, is still largely preoccupied with the 

assumption that opposition is essentially wrong, or at best misguided. Protestors 

are in effect an aberration from the wider public consensus that accepts this latest 

form of renewable energy in a largely positive light. These early contributions were 

often framed under the principle of protestors possessing NIMBY-type attitudinal 

behaviours. However, this position has been evaluated more critically in more 

recent literature (Wolsink 1994, 2000, 2006; Devine-Wright, 2005a, 2009; Ellis et al., 

2007).  

 

Much of the wind power literature has focused on providing explanations for 
the existence of opposition to wind power developments: ‘‘The logic that has 
often been applied to explain this phenomenon is that it represents an 
‘attitude-behaviour gap’ which suggests contradictory values amongst the 
public’’ (Ellis et al. 2007, p. 519). In this way studies of objectors to wind power 
developments have treated them as homogenous and deviant. 

(Aitken et al., 2008: 778) 
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Ellis et al. (2007: 524) argue that such positivist assumptions have not served us well 

and they advocate “research that can unpick the dynamic subjectivities that frame 

wind farm disputes [which] may offer insights capable of overcoming the current 

policy impasse”. The authors go on to refer to Richard Cowell’s 2006 presentation 

on the differing spatial and temporal parameters invoked by stakeholders when 

determining the costs and benefits of a particular scheme, suggesting that there is 

an issue with regards to definition.  

 

The key issues facing wind farm development are not “objective” policy 
blockages, but clashes of values related to inter alia, governance, technology, 
landscape aesthetics, issues of participation and power inequalities. 

(Ellis et al., 2007: 524)  
 

It is through these “clashes of values” that we can sometimes identify where real 

power lies. Though that is not to say we are seeing the complete picture, since 

power is practiced both covertly and overtly within conflicts and indeed in 

preventing them in the first instance. Applying Steven Lukes (1974/2005) definition 

of three-dimensional power, Aitken et al. (2008) provide an analysis of where power 

lies in the planning process. By prioritising objection issues within the planning 

application power ultimately rests with state actors (both local and national) since it 

is they who set the criteria for consideration in a given planning application. This 

has led them to conclude that “the system appears to be set up in such a way as to 

limit the role and power of local objectors” (Aitken et al., 2008: 795). Where local 

objectors appear to have a modicum of power happens at the very early stages of a 

planning application, before officials start adjudicating. This power may cause some 

negative consequences for the developer’s application. However, it usually will not 

stop a development from going ahead. Instead, it is more likely to manifest in 

certain preconditions being included in the approved planning decision itself. More 

extreme (and therefore uncommon) clashes of values may cause unusual 

divergences to arise in the application of state power, as in the case discussed in 

Chapter Six where a local government decided to undermine its own authority and 
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delegated responsibility to the national level, to An Bord Pleanála24, in the face of 

hostile local, public opinion.   

 

Dave Toke supports this claim, indicating that the “attitude of people in the 

immediate vicinity of proposed windfarms is found to be the most important 

influence on the decisions made by local authorities” (Toke, 2005b: 1527). 

Emphasising the importance of lobbying to the operational interests of highly-

organised anti-wind action groups, Toke recognises the political nature of policy and 

planning at the local level. For example, lobbying local councillors, landscape 

protection or heritage organisations all lend weight to an action group’s efforts to 

stall a proposed development. The actions of developers can also impact on the 

final decision, according to Toke’s (2005) findings, especially in terms of public 

relations with the local community concerned. A shortcoming which he identifies 

(that is also applicable in an Irish context) is that the majority of wind farm 

companies operating in the UK are made up of large corporate interests that do not 

look favourably on local engagement, seeing it for the most part as a waste of 

resources. When one looks at the case study in Chapter Eight one can see the 

consequences of letting poor relations with the local community go unchecked.   

 

Moragues-Faus and Ortiz-Miranda (2010) provide some interesting conclusions on 

the nature of collective action in Valencia, Spain. Agreeing with Cowell (2007) that 

Spain has seen limited public resistance to wind farms compared to elsewhere. 

Despite Spain being a major European producer of wind energy, they show how 

local and non-local networks operate as social movements in an effort to contest a 

regional government’s attempts to implement its renewable energy plan. This 

opposition arose despite efforts on the regional government’s part to carry out this 

strategy in accordance with Wüstenhagen et al.’s (2007) narratives of social 

acceptance. Mirroring some of the characteristics of the Type II multi-level 
                                                       
24 An Bord Pleanála was established in 1977 as an outcome of the Local Government (Planning and 
Development) Act, 1976. It is an independent, self-funding body and one of its main responsibilities 
is to appeals and other cases that fall under the Planning and Development Acts, 2000 to 2006 and 
the Local Government (Planning and Development) Acts 1963 to 1999. As of 2007 wind farms 
proposals involving 50MW or more are directly fast-tracked for decision to the Board under the 
provisions laid out in the Planning and Development (Strategic Infrastructure) Act 2006. 
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governance structures, discussed in section 2.3, these social movements “are 

constituted by informal networks, but furthermore, their characteristics and 

development is influenced by – and also influence – social networks in which they 

participate” (Moragues-Faus and Ortiz-Miranda, 2010). Referring to Della Porta and 

Diani’s (1999) work on what they term new social movements the authors 

categorise the mobilisation against wind farms in Valencia as just that; since in the 

case studies that they looked at the collective goals of all the actors within the 

opposition networks prevailed over individual ones, providing the opportunity for 

cooperation among otherwise disparate groups to a common purpose.   

 

Returning to Ireland where, as in Spain and elsewhere, the “continued development 

of wind energy will depend not only on economics but also on public acceptance” 

(Warren et al. 2005: 857) that consents to a greater degree of visual disruption to 

high-value (in representational terms) landscapes (Selman, 2010). The presence of 

wind turbines on the landscape, especially in highly-visible upland areas where the 

greatest wind resources tend to be, is both visually disruptive and aesthetically 

problematic (Gipe,2002). Pasqualetti (2011b) develops this further arguing that:  

 

The common thread in the public reservations about renewable energy is 
landscape change and the consequent disruption such change produces to 
established ways of life for those who are nearby. It also suggests the 
importance of rebalancing the emphasis of renewable energy programs away 
from the traditional technical focus that dominates development planning. The 
more suitable and expedient approach would be to consider the challenges of 
development as predominantly social matters with technical components, 
rather than the other way around. 

(Pasqualetti, 2011b: 201) 
 

However, as the literature shows, this has tended not to be the case with the 

concerns of local people (and others with a vested interest in a local area) usually 

obscured behind accusations of NIMBYism. There has, however, been a concerted 

effort recently to move beyond such pejorative and limiting theoretical models. 

Instead, an in-depth examination of the inner dynamics involved in local acceptance 

of (supra)national policy flows has been one line of enquiry that has contributed to 

the debates. Munday et al. (2011) and Cowell et al. (2011), for example, have 
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analysed how the provision of community benefits, usually involving a structured 

distribution of financial inducements to locally-affected communities, has been 

taken up (particularly in the UK) as a means towards minimising the scalar, 

distributional conflicts that often arise in countries dependent on private sector 

involvement in renewable energy investment. Other contributors have sought to 

explain these conflicts in terms of place attachment and its relationship to pro-

environmental behaviours (Scannell and Gifford, 2010). Institutional capacity, its 

limitations and the means for strengthening it, especially in terms of environmental 

justice have also been explored (Turnpenny et al., 2008; Wolsink, 2000, 2007b). 

Indeed, the demand for greater recognition around issues of equity and fairness for 

local communities has been advocated by Maarten Wolsink and others for some 

time now.  

 

The best way to facilitate the development of appropriate wind farms is to 
build institutional capital (knowledge resources, relational resources and the 
capacity for mobilisation) through collaborative approaches to planning. Policy 
actors and wind power developers should focus on building up institutional 
capital for wind power and other renewable resources, instead of complaining 
about public attitudes. This need for a collaborative approach in making wind 
power implementation effective is now internationally recognised by 
researchers investigating the implementation process. Bad communication can 
always lead to problems, but the key question is always why there is bad 
communication. It is mostly caused by the way decision making is framed 

(Wolsink, 2007a: 1204) 
 

While the issue of public acceptance, particularly in relation to renewable energy 

and planning, has been flagged for some time (McKenzie Hedger, 1995; Walker, 

1995) recent reinterpretations of NIMBYism in terms of place attachment and 

strategies designed to resist change (Bell et al., 2005; Devine-Wright, 2005b, 2009) 

offer far more productive insights into the tensions between current levels of 

institutional capacity and local expectations. This is especially the case in terms of 

issues surrounding visual impact and notions of environmental justice, and may go 

some way towards fostering greater community trust (Devine-Wright and Howes, 

2010). In fact, it has been suggested that “the accumulative outcomes of supporting 

more intensively participatory projects maybe to create a far more positive social 

context for larger-scale transition towards a distributed and sustainable energy 
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system” (Walker et al., 2010: 2663) than has heretofore been the case. Such 

interpretations continue to move beyond the more redundant expressions of 

NIMBYism that have regrettably been too often employed by planners, policy 

makers and scholars in the past (Wolsink, 2007). Continued research along these 

lines of enquiry can only help to frame the debates that sustain such conflicts in 

more transparent and realistic ways, and may even eventually begin to address 

some the issues around equity and fairness that Wolsink and others have long 

called for.   

 

3.5 Conclusions 
This chapter concludes the second part of this study’s conceptual framework, 

grounding it within the geographical and critical thinking that informs our 

understanding of the processes that continually shape society’s response to the 

current technology shift towards renewable electricity generation. Its objective has 

been to first review the literature concerning the growing complexity acknowledged 

to be inherent in many aspects for contemporary rural experience. I therefore 

situated wind power deployment within a rural commodification narrative, along 

with debates on spatial mobility, before addressing the further blurring of 

traditional dichotomies linked to the urban/rural divide. These discourses remain 

significant given the challenges wind turbines make to our common knowledges of 

what are considered wild versus domesticated spaces. They also inform us as to 

how rural spaces, and subsequent ruralities, are produced and interpreted through 

both physical practices and the cultural processes of codification and 

representation.  

 

The debates within the planning community between the proponents of theory 

versus praxis models have also been highlighted. The emphasis on praxis within 

many in the community, I would argue, leaves practitioners often contextually 

impoverished when analysing local concerns, which can sometimes result in ill-

informed impulses to falsely accuse local protestors of NIMBYism. I also suggested 

some possible solutions that practitioners could make towards addressing the 
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paucity of civic engagement at the local planning level, by implementing a 

combination of Arnstein’s Ladder and Taylor’s Techniques for Citizen Engagement to 

their analysis of specific renewable energy conflicts. A working knowledge of the 

political, as well as planning, structures as they operate in Ireland is also important 

and will be developed further in Chapter Six.  

 

This chapter concluded by examining existing literature concerned with wind power 

planning contestations by contextualising these debates within representations of 

rural spaces, landscapes and rural understandings of place. The concept of 

NIMBYism was assessed and shown to be a rather redundant interpretation of local 

concerns that largely obstructs efforts to locate and understand the underlining 

causal factors that actuate such conflicts. Attempts by Devine-Wright and others to 

reinterpret the concept in terms of place attachment have been acknowledged to 

be more productive to understanding these local concerns and therefore are of 

value. Applied in this way greater levels of trust (between the state actors and their 

partners in the private sector responsible for making the technology shift towards 

renewable electricity production and the local communities ultimately affected) 

may be fostered from greater transparency in the planning process and a more co-

operative approach to local concerns. 
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Chapter Four  

Finding Your Way without Map or Compass: 
Qualitative Methodologies and the Research Project 

 

 

 

 

 

Being the juncture between the concrete acts and tools of analysis (methods) 
and the overarching frames of interpretation (theory), a methodology 
represents a heuristics, or mode of enquiry. The relevance of a specific 
methodology depends, above all, on the particular purpose and area of inquiry  

(Jensen and Jankowski, 1991: 6) 
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4.0 Introduction 
This thesis set out to provide a multi-scalar analysis of European wind energy policy, 

from its origins in the supranational institutions of the European Union to its 

implementation at national and local levels within individual member states; most 

notably Ireland. As a researcher I was mindful from the beginning that my 

methodological approach would need to be rigorous and applicable across a 

number of levels, incorporating both the social and political issues involved with 

wind energy policy and its deployment (Yin, 2003). Therefore Jensen and 

Jankowski’s thoughts on the principles and procedures of inquiry, as alluded to on 

the previous page, provide a useful contextual reference point for exploring the 

dilemma all researchers must face when attempting to formulate an appropriate 

research strategy. This is vital if we are to properly articulate an epistemological 

position from the real world conditions we find ourselves in while conducting field 

research. At its most basic interpretation a methodology must be able to answer 

two fundamental questions; how is the research data gathered or produced? And 

how is it to be subsequently analysed? The simplicity of these two questions, 

however, disguises the inherent complexity and the degree of importance 

researchers must attach to them when devising a methodological approach towards 

understanding a given research topic. This is further complicated by the 

positionality of researchers themselves and what they bring to the project by way of 

pre-formed ideas, understandings and expectations. 

 

Perhaps that’s what I feel, an outside and an inside and me in the middle, 
perhaps that is what I am, the thing that divides the world in two, on the one 
side the outside, on the other the inside, that can be as thin as foil, I’m neither 
one side or the other, I’m in the middle, I’m the partition…I’m the tympanum, 
on the one hand the mind, on the other the world, I don’t belong to either. 

(Samuel Beckett, 1979, in Olsson, 1992: 167) 
 

While Olsson’s use of Beckett’s quote from his novel L'Innommable (1953) gives a 

fitting account to what can be seen as a rather romantic interpretation of field-

research, it does pertain to a vital constituent of what it means to be a field-

researcher. Reflexivity is a critical part of the process of fieldwork and imperative if 

we are going to “express specific and conscious meaning” (Cosgrove and Domosh, 
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1993: 36) from our experiences. Earlier parts of this thesis assessed the wider 

theoretical approaches in the literature to our understanding of policy behaving as a 

flow, along with interpretations on landscape and wind power contestation. 

However, before I can provide a policy analysis or discuss my case studies it is 

important to first develop these hypotheses with an analysis of the positive 

framework of methods that allowed me, as a field researcher, to become the 

“tympanum” through which knowledges are both constructed and expressed. 

 

Writing in 1958 on the methods of natural navigation Harold Gatty provides a 

suitable caveat to how one should set about implementing any methodological 

framework. Whether it is navigating the Pacific Ocean using traditional Polynesian 

methods of sailing or, it can be argued here, conducting qualitative fieldwork on 

wind energy policy and its consequences. Gatty warns that: 

 

In using these methods of observing and interpreting the evidence of the 
natural things about us, it is important to remember that under difficult 
conditions too much reliance should never be placed on any one observation 
since it may perhaps be an exception to the general rule. It is the combined 
evidence of a number of different indications which strengthens and confirms 
the conclusions to be drawn from them individually 

(Gatty, 1958: 18) 
 

This commonsense approach can go some way towards helping to prevent 

questions regarding rigour and authenticity from occurring later on in the research 

project. After careful consideration, I decided on three well-established 

methodologies to fulfil the expressed goals of this thesis: namely archival research, 

in-depth interviews and participant observation. Each of these methodologies 

provided unique contributions and insights over the course of the research project 

and at the same time allowed me to take a more symbiotic, multi-layered approach 

to the issue of wind energy policy and its consequences in the southwest of Ireland. 

The flexibility in how I was able to observe and interpret these issues also enabled 

me to identify a sufficient number of case studies and informants25 to appropriately 

                                                       
25 The total number of informants contributing to this thesis is seventy six, the list of whom can be 
found in Appendix A at the end of this thesis. A further fifteen informants have not been included as 
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meet the parameters of my research project, which I will now discuss in more 

detail. Also, I decided that these three methods best suited my research project 

since I was trying to understand how local conditions are ultimately informed by a 

combination of external and internal causalities, which are often very much absent 

from the archival record. This is especially appropriate when one considers that the:   

 

epistemological tradition has long favoured in-depth studies that attempt to 
understand local discourses of knowledge. 

(Twyman et al., 1999: 314) 
 

4.1 The Case Study as Research Tool 
An overarching consideration at the initial stages of my methodological approach 

was to identify an appropriate number of suitable, in-depth case studies (Stake, 

1995; Yin, 2003; Noor, 2008) from which to learn and understand these local 

processes. Given the nature of contemporary resistance and protest, the internet 

proved to be a very valuable tool (Seymoar et al., 2009) for identifying anti-wind 

farm action groups, the wind developers they oppose and the regulatory bodies 

involved in implementing policy and deliberating on given planning proposals. I was 

also mindful that these case studies needed to provide some degree of correlation 

with examples found in the literature and/or indeed that offered new insights 

arising from their own specific set of circumstances. I decided to focus my study 

area on two counties in the southwest of Ireland, Cork and Kerry. Both counties are 

demarcated along local authority, administrative structures (Cork County Council 

and Kerry County Council) and between them they offered an appropriate mix of 

historical and “live” case studies that could, as a consequence, provide a rich seam 

of data to analyse. It was felt that this strategy would give me the opportunity to 

show the progression of wind energy policy in Ireland, while at the same time 

contextualise more recent case studies into this analytical narrative. Both counties 

were early adopters to wind, when it was integrated into mainstream EU energy 

policy from the mid-1990s onwards. However, as the first two case studies will 

show, on occasion they approached the issues of integrating local wind energy into 
                                                                                                                                                          
I deemed their contribution to be, while valuable, not directly relevant to the case studies discussed 
in later chapters.  
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their respective policy positions in often divergent ways, despite the highly 

centralised nature of political power in this state (Callanan, 2003; Marsh et al., 

2008; Weeks and Quinlivan, 2009).  

 

It was this difference of approach to integrating wind energy into their spatial 

planning and energy structures that in turn proved very productive for my own 

research. The three case studies I have chosen to discuss for this thesis can be 

found in chapters Six, Seven and Eight. They include an historical example from 

north Kerry, which highlights how resistance to a given proposal was arrived at and 

further strengthens the argument that NIMBYism is an oversimplification of the 

issues (van der Horst, 2007; Wolsink, 1994; 2007; Polaski and McCarthy, 2010). The 

second case study focuses on a wind farm proposal to straddle the border of both 

counties offering a unique opportunity to draw a comparative analysis of how two 

planning authorities dealt with the one application. While the final case study, 

discussed in Chapter Eight, offers the more familiar scenario of localised community 

resistance to a wind farm proposal in their area. This case study provides some 

interesting illustrations pertaining to the relationship dynamics that must be 

negotiated between a developer and the local community, and between neighbours 

within that community, while the planning proposal is being considered.  The 

planning application was live throughout the fieldwork stage of my PhD research 

and has now concluded.  

 

In order to understand the various causalities that contribute to deciding the 

eventual outcome of an individual case study within the context of my literature 

review, I decided to adopt a network based approach to mapping the sequential 

developments for each set of circumstances. By taking this longitudinal perspective 

it allowed me to trace the movement of European wind energy policy from the 

supranational level to the highly-localised implementation sites across the 

southwest of Ireland to quite an accurate degree. This also helped me to identify 

the most applicable case studies that could be applied to my research project, since:  
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an actor-orientated perspective entails recognising the 'multiple realities' and 
diverse social practices of various actors, and requires working out 
methodologically how to get to grips with these different and often 
incompatible social worlds.  

(Long, 1992: 5) 
 

Initially I identified twenty four case studies split evenly between the two counties, 

which I subdivided into three specific categories that reflected their potential for 

data extraction: namely pre-established developments, proposed developments 

and those under construction at the time the research was being conducted. As my 

methodological approach developed in sophistication I also began to focus on 

proposals that for some reason or other had eventually failed to reach completion. 

Since all three case studies discussed in this thesis can be interpreted as instances of 

failure in policy flow, my reasoning for selecting them (over the many successful 

projects in the area) lay in the unique opportunity for learning that examining 

“failure” provides. Analysing failure, and the causal factors that go in to producing 

it, can give the researcher a unique opportunity to discover new knowledge. This 

was reflected in my early interviews with successful developers who were more 

interested in sharing their successes in a rather general sense than provide any sort 

of deep analysis as to why events proceeded the way they did. However, those 

whom I was able to interview who had experienced some difficulty in completing 

past projects were often more willing to critically evaluate the factors they 

identified as contributing to their failure in meeting their objectives.  

 

Nevertheless, it should also be noted that this was not always the case. Opponents 

of wind farms, who eventually lost their battle with developers, were sometimes 

harder to identify in many instances since the majority had invariably moved on 

once their protest had concluded. Some of those whom I did get to talk to were 

sometimes reluctant to dwell on the reasons for what they saw as past failures. This 

difficulty was sometimes compounded by the fact, more often than not, that it is 

the case that once a planning proposal has concluded the profile of the protest 

group disappears along with it. Websites close down, or are no longer maintained 

and mobile phone numbers, often bought for the sole purpose of the protest group, 

no longer stay in use. 
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Given these considerations, the strategy of employing in-depth case studies as 

integral to my methodological approach to the research topic proved in many ways 

essential to me for collecting the maximum amount of data possible. Robert Yin 

(2003) has discussed how investigators go about deciding on a specific research 

strategy or indeed a number of strategies to adequately understand their chosen 

topic. He suggests that the potential for each strategy very much depends on a 

series of epistemological issues first being addressed before one can decide on the 

relevant course of action to take. They include the type of research question being 

posed, the extent of control an investigator has over actual behavioural events and 

indeed whether the degree of focus is towards contemporary as opposed to 

historical events (Yin, 2003: 5). 

 

My research was in the main concerned with why wind energy policy had 

developed the way it did within the European Union and how this had then 

translated into an Irish context, over the past twenty years to the present day. 

Therefore, the case study seemed to me to be the natural choice to investigate 

these questions. While case studies and histories (essential in archival research) can 

overlap in both their application and outcome, the case study’s “unique strength is 

its ability to deal with a full variety of evidence - documents, artefacts, interviews, 

and observations” (Yin, 2003: 8) as was needed for this research project.  

 

However, the case study as a research tool is not without its critics. Pieter de Vries, 

(1992) suggests the term 'case study' implies a rather positivistic flavour to the 

research, very much "predicted upon principles of causation and general 

assumptions about the interrelations between the elements of the whole [and] 

when applied to sociology or anthropology this approach is usually associated with 

functionalist imagery" (de Vries, 1992: 68). Admonishing Mitchel's (1983) 

preference towards survey research, stating it to be theory-neutral while at the 

same time implying that case studies are in the main constructed through theory 

that essentially works towards dis/proving the validity of a particular theoretical 

principle, de Vries suggests that this inevitability leads to the assumption that the 
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more interesting case studies are not the more illustrative examples but rather are 

the more deviant or theoretically compelling ones. De Vries (1992) dismisses this 

interpretation as positivistic in the extreme and rather sees case studies as a more 

reflexive research tool, explaining that: 

 

case studies relate to how we reach closure for a piece of ethnography, since it 
is we who decide how deeply we develop a case study, whether and how to 
expand it by connecting it to new issues, how to relate it to other problematic 
situations, and when to declare it closed. It is our text. 

(de Vries, 1992: 69) 
 

Indeed, the case studies I have chosen to include in this thesis do reflect de Vries’ 

assertions in that they do allow for closure in my ethnographic research, an 

essential component of any doctoral enquiry. They also provide a rather reflexive, 

and indeed holistic, text in which to illustrate some of the problems experienced 

with supranational wind energy policy when it is interpreted and adapted at the 

local level. The choice to employ case studies to investigate these issues, I argue, 

complemented the other methodological strategies I applied.     

 

4.2 The Interview as a Means of Knowledge Creation 
Once I identified my case studies I needed to then devise a way to draw out the 

nuanced information required to understand the processes at play within each 

sample. Throughout this process I was mindful of the specificities associated with 

researching events that were potentially contentious to the protagonists involved 

and of the subsequent sensitivity to trust that this may engender in any potential 

participant/informant contributing to my research. Preliminary research was first 

conducted, culminating in the literature review discussed in earlier chapters of this 

thesis, in order to gain some perspective as to where the debates around wind farm 

proliferation are currently directed. It was also important that I maintain a certain 

degree of sensitivity to the “issues of ‘translation’26 which are at stake in research” 

(Desforges, 1997: 51). Consequently, I needed to situate the knowledges created in 

                                                       
26 Translation here refers to the process where research, as it occurs in the field, is interpreted and 
eventually disseminated in the academy. 
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my own field-work within the context of their production. To do this I chose two 

complementary methodologies, participant observation27 and in-depth interviews, 

to give me the reflexivity needed to analyse these produced knowledges.  

 

I also had to decide who would make up the majority of key informants for this 

research. Would they comprise in the main from those working in government and 

regulatory bodies, private enterprises (most notably developers) or indeed from the 

affected communities themselves? It has long been acknowledged that the 

selection of key informants raises the potential for bias on the part of the 

researcher (John and Reve, 1982; Kumar et al., 1993) and since the study was to be 

largely an analysis of wind energy policy, I decided quite early on to focus on 

recruiting informants from those organisations directly linked to generating and 

regulating wind energy policy within Ireland. Informants from the private sector and 

local communities would, in turn, provide a counterpoint or at the very least 

critique statements made by government representatives as affected actors of the 

policy initiatives.  

 

This part of the fieldwork involved identifying actors within the three target groups 

who would be willing to discuss the issues with me in an open and forthright 

manner. These interviews were arranged by emailing and/or telephoning potential 

respondents directly, outlining the nature of the research project and then inviting 

them to participate. Any anxieties or fears the respondents may have had were, in 

the main, addressed at this stage of the process, though this was not always 

successful. I also assured each respondent on a number of occasions that their 

integrity would be respected with regards to any information they contributed to 

the research project (Kvale, 1996). All interviews would be treated anonymously in 

my resultant thesis and all information that potentially incriminated an interviewee 

would be discarded, unless they wished otherwise. I reiterated this at the beginning 

of each interview that I conducted.  

 

                                                       
27 Participant observation has long been recognised as a traditional research tool in ethnographic 
work. 
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Since this element of the study constituted a largely semi-structured interview 

approach, an interview guide was initially devised to map out a set of pre-

determined questions or issues to be explored during the interview. The interview 

guides allowed me to follow a useful roadmap when conducting my interviews, but 

also provided a certain degree of flexibility in the process that will be discussed in 

more detail shortly. The format for each interview predominately involved adopting 

the following thematic lines of enquiry: by first contextualising the interviewee’s 

involvement in wind energy policy in Ireland, followed by an assessment of the 

impacts the varying policy initiatives have had on them using the case study as the 

main point of reference. This was then accompanied by a more general discussion 

of the interviewee’s opinions as to where current and future policy should develop 

in light of past experiences. I concluded each interview by asking the interviewee if 

there were any particularities concerning the topics that had not already been 

addressed in the interview. Each interview was set out with a series of standardised 

questions focusing on the interviewee’s involvement in wind energy policy in order 

that both interviewer and interviewee could ease in to the interview and created a 

certain natural progression to the process itself.  

 

Of a total 91 interviews conducted for this research 76 (84%) are discussed in this 

thesis. The remaining 16% while valuable contributions in their own right did not 

directly contribute to the case studies discussed here, due in part to their brevity or 

an unwillingness of the part of the interviewee to engage in the process. 

Interviewees sometimes proved hostile in some cases. One interviewee, who had 

been involved in protesting against early wind farm proposals in County Cork during 

the 1990s, had at first happily agreed to be interviewed in order to discuss the 

issues as she viewed them. However once she realised that my position as 

researcher was not to criticise the wind energy industry exclusively (I explained that 

I was neither opposed nor in favour of wind energy but rather that I was more 

interested in how policy was being rolled out and in this context the issues that 

arose from this process). On realising this, the interviewee began to admonish me 

for my purported lack of understanding of the “issues” without explaining what 

they might be. Clearly I was not a “fellow traveller”, who could not to be trusted, 
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and was therefore more or less dismissed. Despite my best efforts to reassure her 

that I was more interested in what she had to say, as opposed to my own opinions 

on the subject, she cut the interview short and refused to engage with me further. 

With her opinion of me clearly diminished, I was no longer of interest to her and 

consequently I was unable to glean any useful information from her in return. The 

reciprocal nature of interviewing and fieldwork was brought home to me in this 

instance and I endeavoured to modify my approach with future interviewees. I 

could no longer adopt the mantle of “neutral observer” as aspired to by 

quantitative researchers, but rather would have to interact with participants more 

intimately. While not openly agreeing with their biases I would not disagree with 

them either, especially by expressing my own position on an issue that may 

encourage them, rightly or wrongly, to question my motives.   

 

Of the total 76 interviews discussed in this thesis 36 (47%) comprised of “experts”, 

industry and government professionals intimately involved in policy creation, 

implementation and regulation; while 18 (24%) represented developers operating in 

the research area and who agreed to be interviewed. A further 19 (25%) comprised 

of local activists who were vehemently opposed to wind farm proposals in their 

area. I also interviewed 3 (4%) local political representatives from each of the main 

political parties28 and who were willing to contribute to the process. Adopting a 

semi-structured approach, these interviews were often conducted in a relatively 

relaxed manner where the respondents were made to feel that they had a certain 

degree of control over the process (which they often had). The semi-structured 

format also allowed for a more flexible approach to the direction, duration and 

even the number of interviews that each informant could be asked to participate in 

(Wengraf, 2001; Longhurst, 2003). The duration of each interview varied from 

fifteen-minute preliminary consultations29 to more formal, hour-long structured 

question and answer sessions; to over four hour marathons that included an 

experiential tour of the landscape that was being discussed. This approach called for 

increased versatility on my part in order to respond effectively to any sudden 

                                                       
28 At the time they were in order of size: Fianna Fail, Fine Gael and The Labour Party. 
29 These largely make up the 16% of interviews I deemed not to be applicable to this thesis. 
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development in the informant’s response to my questioning. It also allowed the 

opportunity for greater in-depth explorations of new or unforeseen issues by way of 

these developments (Barriball and While, 1994; Bryman, 2004). This was especially 

important when evaluating an informant’s motives for or against a given wind farm 

proposal, as the informant’s “agenda” very often came to the fore once I stopped 

overtly directing the interview. Sometimes the process would even be reversed with 

questions being asked of me, especially by anti-wind farm campaigners, as to my 

opinion as an “expert” researching the topic of wind farms. These instances 

repeatedly re-affirmed the strong degree of reflexivity present in my research 

approach. 

 

4.3 Participant Observation and the “Ethnographic Journey” 
The qualitative researcher must not rely solely on a combination of direct and 

indirect observations that he or she has made, but must also depend on any 

number of indirect observations made by informed others. These usually comprise a 

person, or informant, whom the researcher “plumbs” for information in their 

absence (McCall and Simmons, 1969; Laurier, 2003). The informant does not always 

have to be a person however, but can also be documents, press statements, or 

minutes of meetings made by the organisation/group in question. In the case of this 

thesis they comprised of everything from planning documents and developers’ 

marketing material, to the newsletters and protest material of those opposed to 

specific proposals. Needless to say an over-reliance on informants can sometimes 

prove problematic given the vested interests of the individuals and materials 

involved, and must be tempered with an appropriate amount of direct observation 

on the part of the researcher, coupled with extensive archival work. However, many 

of the features and determinants (such as individual motives and interests) are still 

only partially evident by direct observation alone. A combination of the three 

aforementioned methodologies was needed to ensure a rigorous and robust 
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application to my field-work30. Such an immersive approach can be seen to be 

fundamental and it is essential that I as: 

 

The participant observer must know attitudinally – i.e. personally – the values 
of those people he studies. 

(Bruyn, 1966: 169, italics in original) 
 

Yet despite one’s best efforts, the researcher may only produce findings that can 

only ever tell part of the story. Inevitably, information may be passed over, or 

forgotten, left unnoticed or even intentionally hidden from the researcher by the 

informants contributing to the research. In other words “observing while 

participating” (Jorgensen, 1982:82) is fraught with potential dangers and reflects 

the fact that the research area is a place that holds a multiplicity of narratives and 

codifications not always apparent to the researcher. It has also been argued that “in 

a sense all social research is a form of participant observation” (Atkinson and 

Hammersley, 1994: 249) since:   

 

Observation begins the moment the participant observer makes contact with a 
potential field setting. Aside from collecting information, the basic goal of these 
largely unfocused initial observations is to become increasingly familiar with 
the insider's world so as to refine and focus subsequent observation and data 
collection. It is extremely important that you record these observations as 
immediately as possible and with the greatest possible detail because never 
again will you experience the setting as so utterly unfamiliar. 

(Jorgensen, 1989: 82) 
 

While the majority of time given over to participant observation for this project was 

confined to the Enniskeane case study, discussed in Chapter Eight, I applied 

participant observation techniques throughout the field-work stages of the project. 

I remember taking Jorgensen’s statement to heart. On a number of occasions after 

conducting participant observation work, or an in-depth interview, I would 

invariably returned to my car to write up my notes with as much detail as possible. 

On more than one occasion I was greeted with bemused looks from those to whom 

                                                       
30 I also joined the mailing lists of the UK’s Royal Town Planning Institute (RTPI) and the Executive 
Agency for Competitiveness and Innovation of the Intelligent Energy Europe programme (EACI-IEE) in 
order to keep abreast of wider European developments with wind energy policy, along with its 
interpretation and implementation in other jurisdictions. 
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I had said goodbye earlier, only for them to find me still in the area thirty minutes or 

so later.  This “always on” position meant that I was constantly making connections 

between what informants said in the interviews and the situations as they 

developed within the case study themselves, with circumstances often just 

“presenting themselves”. 

 

 I have already alluded to the reflexive nature of my research and will now illustrate 

an example of how I was continually made aware of my own multiple positionalities 

as researcher31 within the process (Hopkins, 2007; Sultana, 2007). During the 

protest outside County Hall (see Chapter 8.3) I tried to make sure that I remained 

somewhat aloof from the demonstration itself, in case it was construed that I was 

party to it and therefore potentially alienate possible future informants from the 

wind energy industry who may see the subsequent media coverage. As a result I 

seemed to confuse some demonstrators as to what my motives were for being 

there. My attendance at earlier protest meetings had not been questioned but at 

the demonstration some protesters did become suspicious of my presence, since it 

was apparent that I clearly was not “one of them”.  

 

While standing away from the protest group an employee from Cork County Council 

came up to me and asked which wind farm company the protest was directed at. 

After I informed him, he looked relieved and said he thought it was to do with 

another well-known wind energy company that his friend worked for. He explained 

that there was an informal agreement between both himself and his friend that he 

would make the other aware of any protest taking place outside County Hall in case 

it would influence projects that his friend’s company was involved in. Such casual 

surveillance, it was intimated, was not that unusual and it brought home to me how 

localised the issues of wind energy policy and its related planning controversies 

actually are in Ireland; with the myriad of unseen, multi-relational geographies of 

                                                       
31 During the course of this study I made a series of three presentations outlining my findings to the 
SEAI working group responsible for the Social Acceptance of Wind Power. This international working 
group brought contributors from across the European Union, North America and Japan to speak at 
these events and each workshop was an excellent opportunity for me to share my ideas and learn 
from their experiences.   
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power (Allen, 2003; Faulconbridge and Hall, 2009) that those outside the debates 

rarely get to see. 

 

These subtle geographies of power, and their negotiation, might never appear to 

the researcher no matter how long one stays within a community or how many 

interviews one conducts. Therefore the issue of luck must also be acknowledged 

here. A combination of hard work, constant (re)negotiation of access, just “being 

there”, as well as chance good fortune all conspire, I would argue, to inform the 

researcher while conducting fieldwork. Writing on the various fieldwork strategies 

employed in social research Martyn Denscombe (2007) acknowledges the role luck 

can play within much of the research conducted within the social sciences. 

 

The way the researcher finds...people who are willing to open-up their lives to 
the inquisitive gaze of the researcher, can follow a process of 'selective 
sampling’. The researcher will be looking in certain appropriate places and have 
in mind some kind of person who might have the kind of life history that will be 
revealing and informative. However, when it comes to finding the 'right' person 
- the one who turns out to have the treasure trove of life experiences - famous 
instances of life history research show that luck has a large part to play  

(Denscombe, 2007: 65)   
 

The act of being there, within the community both physically and in a relational 

sense with the local people living there, I would contend help to increase those 

margins for greater luck in the research process. This immersive approach was very 

valuable to me and though I was unable to live in the community at the heart of the 

case study in Chapter Eight (constraints in my personal life prevented this 

possibility) I spent many weeks travelling to the research area, becoming intimately 

acquainted with its physical landscape and the people living there. Given the nature 

of rural life, I made every attempt to socialise in the local pubs during the evenings. 

I attended religious services in the area on occasion and frequented local shops and 

other public amenities as much as possible on the off-chance that I might glean 

some nugget or illuminating insight that would otherwise have been absent to me if 

I had chosen to just focus my attentions on the archive or the interviewees alone.  
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4.4 Making Sense of the Data 
The majority of my interviews were recorded and subsequently transcribed 

verbatim. Where I was unable or not allowed to record the interview, I made 

extensive notes recalling the main themes of the conversation, along with the 

attitudes or specific responses an interviewee showed to a particular line of 

questioning. The recorded interviews were also backed up in this way, though my 

notes were not as detailed in these instances, which may be seen as a potential for 

weakness. However any questions arising from either approach was largely resolved 

by contacting the interviewee again to clarify a particular point or cautionary 

remark in my notes. Initially I had intended to use analytical software such as 

nVivo32 to break down the data into manageable themes for investigation. However 

I decided to forgo this approach, since learning to use this software was taking up a 

considerable amount of time that I thought would be more useful elsewhere. 

Instead, I set about codifying the results myself and grouped specific responses and 

data into frequently occurring themes that could be analysed and then made sense 

of in the thesis.   

 

I remained very aware of the shortcomings of both participant observation and in-

depth interviews, with success very often dependent on how the interviewer 

responds to developments thrown up in the “heat of discussion”. By this I mean the 

respondent must still be “guided”, to some degree, in the questioning - even if this 

is interpreted in the loosest possible terms. However, all too often, respondents can 

misinterpret or just plain ignore questions directed at them especially if they are of 

a sensitive nature (see Plummer, 1983). Another experience worth noting in 

relation to the application of in-depth interviewing techniques is the negotiation of 

power particularly with regards to the human informant, as a relationship evolves 

between the interviewer and interviewee. This was especially relevant in Chapter 

Eight, where I was sometimes expected to participate in the preparatory work prior 

                                                       
32 I completed a detailed statistical course utilising SPSS software, hosted by UCC during the first year 
of my PhD, as I had also intended carrying out quantitative research by way of questionnaires or 
surveys before discarding this strategy as unsuitable to the specific needs of this research project. I 
also completed a course on the Geographical Information Systems software ArcGIS, in order to 
improve my map-making abilities. 
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to an impending protest33. I also found that some of the informants were better 

able to deflect questions they may have felt uncomfortable answering when the 

interviews were conducted in their own offices or place of work, as opposed to 

more neutral venues or over the telephone. In fact I found those interviews 

conducted over the telephone to often be the more productive in terms of access, 

than the traditional face-to-face variety. Many informants were more willing to 

commit time to being interviewed over the phone than they were willing to give to 

the added complexity of organising a venue and time to conduct a face-to-face 

meeting. As Roger Shuy (2001) points out, the use of telephone interviews as a 

research tool has swept the polling and survey industries in recent years and this 

approach also proved useful to my research, especially when talking to informants 

who were uncomfortable speaking to me in their workplace; where questions may 

be raised later as regards to loyalty or informational sensitivity of the 

company/organisation in question.  

 

However the in-person interview does allow for more nuanced observations that 

may be missed in the telephone interview setting. Choosing mutually-acceptable or 

neutral venues for conducting in-person interviews proved problematic at times, 

since invariably it involved asking informants to travel outside of their locale and 

bear the expense that this entailed. Therefore, every effort was made on my part to 

provide a venue that the informant was comfortable with. This produced often 

unexpected, though not always unfruitful, insights into the relationship dynamics of 

informants within a given case study. On one occasion while interviewing the Public 

Relations Officer (PRO) and his colleague, both from Tarbert Development 

Association (TDA) the organisation against the wind farm proposal discussed in 

Chapter Six, I had the opportunity to make note of an interesting observation. The 

PRO suggested that we meet at the local hotel in Tarbert, which suited both him 

                                                       
33 I recollect being asked to fix a malfunctioning printer during one of the CANAG meetings, where 
the participants were preparing for an upcoming protest. Thrown off-guard somewhat I had 
instinctively begun to walk over to the printer in question before again regaining my perspective. 
Needing to respond quickly I began mumbling to participants around me that I was in fact unable to 
fix the printer in question and tried to focus my attention elsewhere in the room. This is only one 
example of how my efforts to remain as impartial as possible were routinely, though not always 
intentionally, challenged.    
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and his colleague. After choosing to sit in a public area of the hotel, near the main 

door, we began speaking freely about the events surrounding the protest against 

the proposed wind farm. During the interview a member of the community who 

had been in favour of the proposal walked by our table. The two interviewees 

ceased talking immediately and changed the topic of conversation until the man 

was again out of earshot. The PRO of TDA then spoke at length about there being 

no point in “opening old wounds” and that talking about the protest may raise 

suspicion and possible anger from some members of the community who had been 

in favour of the development. This desire to maintain the sometimes uneasy status 

quo that had built up after the protest had concluded (as evident at the interview), 

resulted in some opposing members of the community going so far as to codify the 

dispute as a taboo subject amongst each other (Holden, 2001) and suggested to me 

that it had been a somewhat acrimonious affair.   

  

Preparation for all my interviews involved first sourcing background information or 

a “facesheet” (Bryam, 2004) of the informant, usually over the phone while 

arranging the in-person interview. This was then followed by preparing an interview 

guide that helped to ensure I covered all the areas of enquiry I wanted to address. 

While some have urged caution when using an interview guide (Seidman, 2006) it 

did, in the  main, prove useful to me for coping with the unexpected circumstances 

that the semi-structured interview process can sometimes produce; as seen in the 

example provided in the previous paragraph. However, while such opportunities for 

learning are not always so apparent when conducting in-depth interviews this 

preparatory work did provide a useful grounding for collecting the data for this 

project. Indeed it was a helpful point of departure when I began to analyse my 

findings, which is not to be underestimated when one first begins to try and make 

sense of the body of information one has managed to accumulate.    

 
These (re)negotiations of power and access are in a constant state of flux 

throughout the fieldwork stages of any research project. However it does not end 

there but rather is continued long after the voice recorder has stopped and the field 

notes have been collated. When “writing up” one’s report, back in academia, 



94 
 

Desforges (1997) has argued that the researcher recovers much of that power 

through what Fine (1994) has identified, particularly in psychological research, as 

the overarching assumption that theory and method can somehow neutralise one’s 

personal and political influences. Building on the work of Sandra Harding (1986), 

Sue Wilkinson (1986) and Donna Haraway (1988) Fine argues that this assumption is 

problematic to feminist researchers in particular and indeed qualitative researchers 

more generally, given: 

 

that we are human inventors of some questions and repressors of others, 
shapers of the contexts we study, coparticipants in our interviews, interpreters 
of others' stories and narrators of our own, is sometimes rendered irrelevant to 
the texts we publish. While feminists vary in how we manage this treacherous 
territory, we all manage it. 

(Fine, 1994: 14) 
 

It should also be noted that the question of power thus recovered can often be in 

turn limited by the respondent who has subverted the knowledge invoked in the 

interview with their own biases, narratives and codifications. Both participant 

observation and in-depth interviews have limitations with regards to the 

knowledges that can be created through each process, but then neither 

methodology professes to provide a blanket solution to locating truth. The truth 

they unearth is detailed, complex and specific to the world views of the 

respondents engaged in the process and provide a “snapshot in time” of the issues 

involved. When used concurrently they can be if not a solution to these dilemmas at 

least act as an aide to the researcher to negotiate these “messy zones between and 

within politics and social research” (Fine, 1994: 30). 

 

4.5 Conclusions 
This chapter set out to address two interconnected objectives that contribute to the 

wider framework of this thesis. The first objective was to illustrate and defend the 

methodological approach I adopted in order to complete my research into the 

multi-scalar policy flows of European wind energy initiatives. The second objective 

was to describe in sequential terms the research framework I adopted in order 
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develop and deepen my understanding of the issues concerned, and to show how 

they complemented my archival research. The analytical framework employed in 

this study centred on the premise that an understanding of developments at the 

local level can illuminate our understanding of how policy is constantly 

(re)negotiated as it moves through the various tiers of government within the 

European Union. In-depth semi-structured interviews, along with participant 

observation work, allowed me to witness some of the hidden multi-relational 

geographies of power that are constantly being contested at all tiers of the policy 

flow. While it may be harder to witness these (re)negotiations at the supranational 

level, given issues of access, by no means is it impossible. Complementing this 

fieldwork was a concerted effort on my part to conduct extensive archival research 

focused on the supranational initiatives put forward by the EU, which revealed a 

number of interesting insights of their own, which will be discussed in the next 

chapter. 

 

The fieldwork strategies discussed in this chapter did help me to see some instances 

of what Scott (1990) refers to as the hidden transcripts of resistance to powerful 

elites by subordinate groups, or the infrapolitics of these groups as discussed earlier 

in this thesis. The repeated occurrence of instances that reaffirmed, and at times 

challenged, my own positionality as a researcher reinforced my understanding of 

feminist geography’s contention that qualitative fieldwork is inherently reflexive.   

 

The recognition that realities are constructed and shaped by social, political, 
cultural, economic, and racial/ethnic values indicates that power and privilege 
are important determinants of which reality will be privileged in a research 
context. 

(Mertens, 2007: 212) 
 

This appreciation of the complexity found in the research process that Mertens 

writes about, while difficult to negotiate at times, does enable the qualitative 

researcher to acknowledge the powers and privileges engendered in the process in 

more open and transparent ways. It should be repeated that these powers are by 

no means exclusive to the researcher but rather are part of a complex, highly 
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socialised series of (re)negotiated interactions between the researcher and the 

subject he or she engages with. As Long states:  

 

sociological intervention is subject not only to trial and error, but is negotiated 
and constructed during the research process. Wittingly or unwittingly, actions 
triggered off by the researcher disturb taken-for-granted power relations and 
political accommodation, thus making it possible for the researcher to identify 
critical dimensions of social life.  

(Long, 1992: 10) 
 

To conclude, this chapter described the framework of methodologies used in this 

study. It showed how both the primary and secondary data was collected and the 

reasons why I deemed the tools used to obtain them to be most applicable to the 

task. The secondary data was used to examine the implementation of European 

Union wind energy policy and its consequences. Primary data was obtained using in-

depth qualitative interviews and participant observation and was implemented 

within a case study framework in order to provide an opportunity for closure within 

the parameters of a report (in this case the doctoral thesis), as suggested by de 

Vries (1992). The results of this research will now be discussed in Chapters Five, Six, 

Seven and Eight. 
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Chapter Five 

European Wind Energy Policy and the Irish Context 
 

 

 

 

 

This situation is a novel one for policy makers. In one sense issues of 
environment and sustainability are in the domain of science: the phenomena of 
concern are located in the world of nature. Yet the tasks are totally different 
from those traditionally conceived for Western science. For that, it was a 
matter of conquest and control of Nature; now we must manage, 
accommodate and adjust. We know that we are no longer, and never really 
were, the “masters and possessors of Nature” that Descartes imagined for our 
role in the world.  

(Funtowicz and Ravetz, 2003: 2) 
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5.0 Introduction 
Policy and its analysis, in terms of how renewable energy strategies move through 

the multi-scalar flow structures of supranational networks (illustrated in Figure 5.1) 

is a central focus of this thesis. This chapter will discuss the contextual factors that 

define how European wind energy policy has developed in recent years. It will begin 

by illustrating how EU renewable energy policy has developed in response to 

turbulent events or crises that the trading bloc remains susceptible to, due to its 

dependence on imported energy supplies. These turbulences can disrupt or inhibit a 

policy flow, but they are not the only factors to do so. As we shall see policy is not 

arrived at in a neat linear fashion, but results from sometimes rather ad hoc 

ideological contestations carried out with inherent legislative inefficiencies (Kalt and 

Zupan, 1990; Morton, 1991) that by no means guarantee its eventual outcome. The 

ideological preferences of actors within the flow can and do influence how those 

actors practice agency. This in turn can develop significant turbulent effects within 

the resultant legislative flow and the support programs enacted to meet these 

policy objectives. 

 

 
Figure 5.1 A simplified flow model of a supranational policy network, such as the European 
Union, in terms of the institutional actors that have agency in the determining how Ireland 
engages with that flow. An explanation for the abbreviated actors referred to here can be found 
in the Glossary. 
 

Energy policy has been at the heart of the political agenda of the European Union 

since the establishment of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC) in 1952. 

Since then, the Community’s attitude towards energy has developed in line with its 

evolution into the supranational political entity that it is today. The key 
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developments in EU renewable energy policy have coincided with the rapid growth 

rates in new, commercially-viable energy technologies in the individual Member 

States since the mid-1990s (Olesen et al., 2006). As we will see, the need for greater 

security of supply and a growing acceptance of the consequences of human induced 

climate change have motivated policy makers within the EU’s institutions to 

diversify the trading bloc’s energy portfolio away from traditional, primary carbon-

based resources.  

 

This chapter will then look at how the EU has sought to operationalise its efforts to 

meet its renewable energy targets for 2020 by focusing on its most successful 

initiative to date, the feed-in tariff, which has been largely responsible for ensuring 

that these policy outcomes are indeed realised. The chapter then moves from the 

European to the Irish context. By first setting out to explain how the Irish state has 

positioned itself within these policy networks, through its efforts to incorporate 

European initiatives into national strategy. It then charts the evolution of the 

processes that saw national policy move from earlier AER competitions to the 

current REFIT scheme. This chapter then concludes by providing an analysis of the 

spatial planning parameters through which these national energy strategies have 

been translated into the local setting. 

  

5.1 Pipeline Politics: European Wind Energy Policy as a Response to 
Energy Security and Climate Change 
 

Due to the lack of progress in negotiations and Naftogaz’s failure to sign gas 
supply contracts – including for January and February – gas supplies to Ukraine 
will be reduced by an additional 25% at 1700 GMT [12 p.m. EST] Gazprom 
spokesman Sergei Kuprianov said in a statement. 

(Harper, 2009) 
 

In January 2009 what started as a contractual dispute between Russia’s largest 

natural gas supplier, Gazprom, and the government of the Ukraine eventually 

culminated in many EU Member States having to endure nearly a month of 

drastically reduced supplies of the essential resource, during what was arguably one 
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of the coldest winters in recent years. Supplies to the former soviet satellite state 

were, according to Gazprom, reduced by an estimated 25% though the Ukrainian 

state energy company, Naftogaz Ukrainy, estimated it to be closer to 35%. This in 

turn greatly affected supplies to the European Union given that some 80% of 

Russian natural gas destined for the EU passes through Ukrainian territory (Harper, 

2009). This “turning off the taps” in what was essentially a foray into brinkmanship 

on the part of Gazprom is illustrative of the increasingly networked and complex 

energy relationships shared between the EU and its trading partners. Given that a 

dispute primarily focused on a disagreement over pricing arrangements, albeit with 

barely concealed political undertones between a company with strong ties to the 

Russian government and a former soviet satellite state (Boyes, 2009), should have 

such an influence on domestic markets within the EU only helped to elucidate 

further the reality that the EU’s over-dependence on imported energy makes it 

susceptible to the vagaries of politically unstable regions outside its sphere of 

influence. Despite the United States continuing to consume a greater proportion of 

hydrocarbons per capita globally, the EU’s dependency percentages on imported oil 

actually matches that of the US with both reaching import levels of over 60% for 

total oil energy consumed in 2007.  

 

Figure 5.2 Chart showing comparative net energy imports (% of energy use) for both the 
European Union and United States. Net energy imports are estimated as energy use minus 
production, both measured in oil equivalents, with a positive value indicating that the country is 
a net importer. We can see that in 2007 the EU’s net energy imports topped over 50%, 
exceeding the US by just over 20% (Source: World Bank, 2011). 
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In fact, the EU has a statistically higher total percentage of net imported energy 

compared to the United States, as the chart in Figure 5.2 shows. Now recognised as 

the world’s largest importer of energy and its second largest consumer (European 

Commission, 2007b) recent developments in US shale gas production34, along with 

its own declining levels of domestic energy production, will only go to exacerbate 

the EU’s dependency on energy imports and this dependency ratio is set to increase 

over the coming years (Belkin, 2008; Kovacevic, 2009; Market Observatory for 

Energy, 2009; Shi, 2009).  

 

As a result, policy makers within the European Commission have become 

increasingly ambitious with regards to their production targets for renewable 

energy within the EU’s overall energy portfolio. Consequently, partly in response to 

a previous energy crisis between Russia and Belarus in 2007 that encouraged the 

then European Commissioner for Energy, Andris Piebalgs, to push for an agreed 

overall target of 20% of all EU energy generated from renewable sources by 2020. 

This target was also in keeping with its continuing engagement with climate change 

science35 and would become a significant component in its evolving strategy 

towards tackling the bloc’s contribution to combating anthropogenic climate 

change post-Kyoto36. This dual-purpose strategy, where a policy is designed to 

address two or more concerns held by policy makers, was a new departure for the 

                                                       
34 Net imports of gas to the USA have dropped sharply since 2009 as a result of the boom in domestic 
shale rock gas production. This has caused great concern in gas exporting countries due to the 
resultant oversupply of gas on the world market (Shannon, 2010). 
35 In 2007, the IPCC published its Fourth Assessment Report, in which it unequivocally concluded that 
the planet is indeed on a warming trajectory and that there was a greater than 90% certainty that 
this warming was due to human-induced greenhouse gas emissions (Kunzig and Broecker, 2008). The 
mechanics of global warming, the so-called Greenhouse Gas Effect, has long been accepted by 
climate scientists. In fact, John Tyndall, as far back as 1861 (in his paper On the Absorption and 
Radiation of Heat by Gases and Vapours, and on the Physical Connexion of Radiation, Absorption, 
and Conduction) recognised that changes in the composition of atmospheric gases can ultimately 
bring about changes in the Earth’s climate by retaining a certain percentage of the sun’s rays from 
returning back into space, the concept now commonly known as the greenhouse effect. His later 
research on the effects of CO2 and water vapour in determining this phenomenon have continued to 
inform climate scientists ever since. Tyndall is also credited with providing the first plausible 
explanation for why the sky appears to be blue (Tyndall, 1868). 
36 In fact the European Commission began planning its post-Kyoto strategies as far back as 1998, 
shortly after ratification, calling for a “comprehensive strategy” that would take into account all of its 
Protocol commitments by way of a series of “flexible mechanisms”, monitoring and taking into 
account any “external dimensions” (European Commission, 1998: 2).   
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EU; which recognised for the first time that its energy and climate-change policies 

should be considered jointly in any future negotiated frameworks. The 

Commission’s proposals were then ratified in December of the following year. As 

part of the 2008 summit agreement, EU leaders agreed to: 

 

A binding target to slash the EU's greenhouse gas emissions by 20% in 2020 
compared with 1990 levels. EU leaders agreed that the objective should be 
pursued "unilaterally" even if there is no international agreement on reducing 
greenhouse-gas emissions after 2012 when the Kyoto targets expire, and; 
A commitment to reduce emissions by 30% provided that other industrialised 
nations, including the US, commit themselves to comparable emission 
reductions and that "advanced developing countries" (i.e. China and India) 
contribute as well in the framework of a post-2012 agreement. 

(EurActiv, 2009) 
 

While the agreement did have its detractors37 it was the first time that a large 

traditionally cautious industrial trading block had agreed to make what were, for it, 

very radical steps towards meeting its responsibilities on climate change and went 

far beyond what anyone else was proposing in North America or Asia. The Russia-

Ukraine gas crisis was in many respects a catalyst for changing the policy direction 

of EU. The crisis also highlighted the lack of pace the European Union had been 

taking in ratifying a 2006 Commission directive (2006/67/EC) which would have 

imposed an obligation on individual Member States to maintain a ninety day 

minimum of diversified stocks of crude oil and other petroleum products; in effect 

making contingency plans for such an eventuality. EU legislation had not been 

updated since 1968 regarding the security of supply38 of hydrocarbon stocks across 

the European Union as a whole and individual Member States in the meantime had 

adopted varying approaches to maintaining their own oil and natural gas reserves. 

                                                       
37 Mainly from environmental groups such as Greenpeace and Friends of the Earth, because the 
targets set down for each member state was not legally binding. 
38 It should be noted that the security of supply issue is increasingly being informed by another 
significant recent development in hydrocarbon production, that of Peak Oil. It is now believed that 
peak production of conventional sources of oil was actually reached in 2006, at 70 million barrels per 
day (International Energy Agency, 2010; MacDonald, 2011). Despite the lack of media attention 
shown to this hugely significant event, future demand for a greater diversification of energy supply is 
only set to increase as efforts are made to counterbalance the rocketing oil prices predicted for the 
post-peak oil era. This thesis does not address this issue in great detail, but it does acknowledge that 
the growth of wind energy across the EU is increasingly being informed by peak oil and the 
narratives on energy security that it provokes.  
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This resulted in an exacerbated crisis for some Member States, while others 

remained largely unaffected and in June 2009 European leaders moved to ratify the 

directive in an effort to minimise the impact of any future supply disruptions.   

 

Europe has entered into a new energy era ... It is the new energy landscape of 
the 21st century. It is one in which the world’s economic regions are dependent 
on each other for ensuring energy security and stable economic conditions, and 
for ensuring effective action against climate change. 

(European Commission, 2006: 3) 
 

Recent events have shown a certain preoccupation with security of supply, the 

European Union has for some time sought to diversify its energy portfolio by 

promoting a greater apportionment of indigenous renewable energy sources (RES); 

most notably at utility-scale electricity production with the wind energy sector 

taking a leading role. Smaller-scale means of energy production have also been 

promoted through grant-schemes for geothermal and solar panel technologies as 

well as micro-wind turbines. For the purposes of this thesis we will focus on large-

scale utility-levels of production to explain how European policy makers have 

focused on delivering this renewable energy strategy. These policies we shall see 

have been, to a greater or lesser extent, contextualised within narratives centred on 

security of supply, job creation, climate change and the neo-liberalist preoccupation 

with free market competition as opposed to state aid. These narratives have also 

informed how successive Irish governments have in turn tried to replicate these 

policies from the European to the national arena.  

 

The EU did not have a coherent pan-European strategy on renewable energy until 

the mid-1990s when in November 1996 it launched Energy for the Future: 

Renewable Sources of Energy - Green Paper for a Community Strategy (COM96/ 

576). This Green Paper opened up the debate on a future common energy policy 

across the trading block. In it, it recognised that there was considerable potential 

for developing indigenous RES across the European Union, while at the same time 

these resources were understood to be unevenly and insufficiently exploited. Also 

recognising that there were significant obstacles to what was still a relatively 

nascent energy sector, the Commission proposed to counteract these obstacles by 
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implementing a multifaceted approach to its future energy policies. These would 

include four main strategies that developed: 

 

A clear ambitious, and yet realistic, increase in the contributions of renewables 
to the Community39 energy balance level. [Doubling] the contribution by 2010 
[of] renewables to the gross inland energy consumption close to 12%. 

Secondly it is proposed to strengthen Member State co-operation on 
renewables. To achieve the target; strong policies [were] to be implemented at 
national level [along with] a mechanism for coordinating efforts at Community 
level. 

Thirdly...given the fact that cost currently constitutes the largest barrier to a 
more widespread use of renewables the policy instruments must address in 
particular this problem. Internalisation of external cost is a key concept in this 
respect...  

The fourth element of the strategy is a proposal for a strengthening 
assessment and monitoring of the progress towards achieving our objectives 
for the penetration of renewables. 

(European Commission, 1996: 4) 
 

Volkmar Lauber (2004, 2005a, 2005b) has defined the EU’s policy strategy on RES, 

since the mid-1990s, into three distinct phases. The first phase, 1996-1999, has 

been described as predominantly neoliberal with the Directorate-General for 

Energy (DG Energy) advocating “a strong commitment to neoliberal, ‘market’ or 

‘competitive’ instruments for organising the future harmonisation [and 

liberalisation] of the [electricity] sector” (Lauber, 2005b: 1) with the Commission 

going so far as to discourage some Member States from adopting feed-in-tariff 

mechanisms in favour of more neo-liberal market-orientated instruments meant to 

encourage competition between the established electricity utilities and the 

emergent renewable energy suppliers in the mistaken belief that these RES-E 

(renewable energy suppliers of electricity) were in a position to compete 

realistically with the incumbents.  

 

This refusal to accept that RES-E companies needed some form of state support, 

while they established a foothold in the market, was widely adopted with an almost 

wilful disregard of the state subventions already enjoyed by carbon-based utilities; 

mainly through tax relief schemes and fuel subsidies that continue to this day 

                                                       
39 Community here is inferred to mean the community of Member States within the EU, as 
established under the Maastricht Treaty of 1993. 
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(Schoen, 2008; Kocieniewski, 2010). In fact by 2001 a total of 81% of all EU energy 

subsidies40 were spent on solid fuel, oil and gas, and nuclear energy sources leaving 

just over 18% of the share to be distributed to the various sources of renewable 

energies including wind (EEA, 2004: 14; 2008) as can be seen in Figure 5.3.  

 

 

Despite these obvious contradictions the Commission continued to come into 

conflict with a majority in the European Parliament and many environmental NGOs 

who were not convinced that RES-E companies were in such a competitive position 

at that time. The second phase, 1999-2001, saw a growing pragmatism develop 

within DG Energy. Despite maintaining a strong neoliberal agenda it had to soften it 

somewhat in light of setbacks experienced by its sister institution, DG Competition, 

which had failed in its attempts to expand the definition of what constituted state 

aid within the EU. If successful, this widening of the definition would have seriously 

jeopardised a number of Member State’s efforts to promote an alternative support 

mechanism to the neoliberal quota and green certificate trading structures 

espoused by the Commission. In May 2000 DG Energy submitted a proposal that 

would eventually become Directive 2001/77/EC (RES-E), allowing for Member 

States to opt out of the neoliberal harmonisation mechanisms promoted by the 

                                                       
40 An estimated €29billion was estimated to have been spent in 2001 alone.   

Figure 5.3 “Indicative estimate of the distribution of energy subsidies in the EU-15, 2001” 
(Source: EEA, 2008). 
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Commission. However, at the same time it sought to ensure that any feed-in tariff 

(FIT) structures set up by Member States would still have to be subject to state aid 

regulation and the hostile scrutiny of DG Competition. This ideological aversion to 

any form of feed-in-tariff to support RES-E companies within Member States was 

further undermined however after 2002 when it became increasingly obvious that 

many of the neo-liberal instruments promoted by the Commission were clearly 

failing to produce the results expected of them. This in turn made it increasing likely 

that the EU, as a whole, would not meet the RES targets of 12% by 2010, as initially 

set down in its green and white papers. In contrast, countries which had adopted a 

FIT mechanism to promote RES-E penetration into domestic electricity markets 

were performing far better in meeting their 2010 targets. The more pragmatic 

approach to RES-E policy, as shown by the 2004-appointed Commissioner for 

Energy Andris Piebalgs, marked a further departure from the more neo-liberal, 

ideologically-driven agendas of previous administrations. This more flexible and 

practical mindset also saw a gradual positive shift towards feed-in-tariffs41 as a 

standard model for RES-E promotion throughout the EU in the intervening years up 

to 2010. 

 

Parallel to these developments in the field of competition and deregulation 
which brought the Commission new impetus and new powers, renewable 
energy had also been the subject of some EU interest due to its contribution to 
security of supply, reduction of carbon emissions and other environmental 
improvements, as reflected in a Council Resolution of 1986 (Council, 1986), a 
Council recommendation of 1988 (Council, 1988), the ALTENER programme of 
1993 (Council, 1993) and several resolutions by Parliament. In 1995, the 
Commission White Paper “An Energy Policy for the European Union” (European 
Commission, 1995) summed up the positive contributions of renewable energy 
and announced the formulation of a strategy for renewable energy sources. 

(Lauber, 2005b: 3) 
 

These positive contributions informed a significant part of the 1997 white paper, 

which focused exclusively on renewable forms of energy production titled Energy 

for the Future: Renewable Sources of Energy - for a Community Strategy and Action 

                                                       
41 However, the neo-liberal mindset continued to influence the type of FIT implemented in individual 
Member States with low tariff rates and rules limiting access to capital for small-scale RES-E 
producers going some way towards explaining the dearth of community-based RES-E producers, or 
any type of community-controlled wind farm for that matter, operating in Ireland.  
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Plan (COM97/599). It repeated the earlier Green Paper’s assertion that liberalising 

the electricity markets would be the appropriate vehicle by which the EU would be 

able to increase its diversification into renewable sources of energy. It would also 

become a significant part of its strategy towards tackling anthropogenic climate 

change in keeping with commitments made to the Kyoto Protocol, to which it was in 

line to sign up to the following year, in 1998. In fact, signing up to the Kyoto 

Protocol was in itself a continuation of policy dating back to the 1992 United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, held in Rio de Janeiro. While 

the 1992 treaty had no legally-binding commitments for its participants it did 

provide for future legally-binding commitments to be potentially mapped out in a 

series of international protocols42. Despite these shortcomings, signatory countries 

to Kyoto and individual Member States of the European Union continued to roll out 

a raft of instruments and mechanisms under the protocol, including Emissions 

Trading with carbon credits, the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) and Joint 

Implementation (JI), which went some way towards locking signatory countries into 

taking effective action (UNFCCC, 2010).  

 

In light of the continued failings of the neoliberal mechanisms towards renewable 

energy promotion after the 1997 White Paper (Toke, 2005a, 2005b; Mitchell et al., 

2006), along with the divergent stances taken by EU Members States to national 

sovereignty in adopting these policy objectives, the Commission sought to revisit its 

approach by consolidating its renewable strategies within an overall energy 

framework launching a new green paper on energy in 2006. Titled A European 

Strategy for Sustainable, Competitive and Secure Energy it brought together all the 

various components of its strategy for developing a common European-wide 

                                                       
42 To date, Kyoto remains the only international protocol to be ratified. It should be noted that given 
the failure of countries such as the United States to sign up to the existing treaty, along with recent 
failures at the Copenhagen Summit in 2009 and the Cancun Summit in 2010, to negotiate its 
successor there continues to be doubt over whether the international community will ratify a 
successor in time, given its impending expiration in 2012. More recently there have been calls for the 
EU to reassess its post-Kyoto commitments in light of the failure to agree a strategy at the UN’s 2010 
climate summit in Cancun and the refusal of both Japan and Russia to extend their commitments to 
the Protocol beyond 2012 (businessgreen.com, 2011) highlight the continued emphasis national 
governments give to political expediencies over the obvious urgency in environmental issues as 
expressed in climate change science. 
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approach; incorporating the three main policy objectives of sustainability, security 

of supply and maintaining market competitiveness. Concentrating on six key priority 

areas, all contributions were to focus on how best to advance the following: 

 

• Complete the internal electricity and gas markets 
• Security of supply and solidarity among Member States 
• Sustainable, efficient and diverse energy mix 
• Tackling climate change 
• A strategic energy technology plan 
• A coherent external energy policy 

(European Commission, 2006: 4) 
 

The 2006 Green Paper was itself somewhat superseded the following year with 

another first for EU policy when the Commission published its intentions on energy 

over the long-term in its Renewable Energy Road Map - Renewable Energies in the 

21st Century: Building a More Sustainable Future, re-enforcing the position that 

there needed to be an EU-level response to developing the trading bloc’s renewable 

energy infrastructure. The Commission acknowledged that the roadmap was not 

only: 

 

an integral part of the Strategic European Energy Review, [but that it also] sets 
out a longterm vision for renewable energy sources in the EU. It proposes that 
the EU establish a mandatory (legally binding) target of 20% for renewable 
energy's share of energy consumption in the EU by 2020, explains why it is 
necessary, and lays down a pathway for mainstreaming renewables into EU 
energy policies and markets. It further proposes a new legislative framework 
for the promotion and the use of renewable energy in the European Union. 

(European Commission, 2007a: 3) 
 

The Road Map was to become an influential policy document in shaping the new 

2009 renewable energy directive (Directive 2009/28/EC), amending and afterwards 

repealing the previous Directive 2001/77/EC, along with Directive 2003/30/EC. 

However the neoliberal agenda of key players within the various Directorate 

Generals (DGs) continued to hold sway with many of the Commission’s new policy 

initiatives. Publishing their proposal the same year as the 2006 Green Paper, the 

Commission’s Joint Research Centre (JRC) adopted suggestions made to it by the 



109 
 

European electricity industry representative body, EURELECTRIC, which two years 

previously: 

 
called for a competitive pan-European market in tradable ‘green electricity 
certificates’ and harmonisation between the national support systems  

(Toke, 2005a: 362) 
 

Taking Eurelectric’s 2004 stance as a point of departure, the JRC report advocated a 

much greater set of top-down, pan-European, market-based instruments than had 

heretofore been available in order to drive Commission policy. This would 

essentially reward renewable energy producers by way of: 

 

quota systems (also known as renewable portfolio standards (RPS)) coupled 
with tradable green certificate (TGC) schemes [in order to] to foster market-
driven penetration of renewable energy sources 

(Bertoldi and Rezessy, 2006: 1)  
 

Despite the weaknesses inherent in quota systems, highlighted by Ragwitz et al. 

(2005), the Commission sought to clearly align itself with Bertoldi and Rezessy’s 

position and proposed a new directive on renewable energy. This directive would 

incorporate a system of openly traded renewable energy certificates across the 

European Union despite concerns raised over the potential increased cost an EU-

wide Emissions Trading System (ETS)43 would have in meeting the proposed cap on 

CO2 emissions (Harrison et al., 2005). However, the proposal was again challenged 

as merely a play on the part of the vested interests held by incumbents within the 

electricity industry who had undue influence within the Commission (Sorrell et al., 

2009). In another response, Jacobsson et al. (2009) in the journal Energy Policy 

criticised a significant component of the scheme, the tradable green certificates 

(TGCs)44, as failing the “three conventional criteria for assessing policy 

instruments”: effectiveness, efficiency and equity. The three case studies they 
                                                       
43 Convery et al. (2008) provided an Irish context to this analysis in their presentation to the 4th 
Research Seminar, held by CDC Climat in 2008, as part of their Research Program on the Ex-post 
Evaluation of the European CO2 Market. The 2010 book, resulting from this process, titled: “Pricing 
Carbon: The European Union Emissions Trading Scheme” provides the first detailed description and 
analysis of the EU’s ETS scheme, particularly at its formative stages from 2005 to 2007. For an 
explanation of EU ETS, please refer to the glossary at the beginning of this thesis. 
44 For an explanation of TGCs, including how they relate to other carbon trading schemes, please 
refer to the glossary at the beginning of this thesis. 
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analysed, namely in Sweden, the UK and Flanders, had already implemented some 

form of green certificate trading scheme that had in all three cases proven to be 

somewhat inadequate at promoting growth within the renewable energy sector. 

They also proved to be more expensive than say Germany’s feed-in-tariff model. In 

each case the advantage had inevitably weighed in favour of the incumbent 

electricity companies and against newer renewable energy start-ups with more 

innovative approaches to developing the sector. In fact, all three trading schemes 

resulted in a much greater dominance of the market by incumbent electricity 

companies, which more often than not favoured minimal investment for the 

greatest amount of profit rewarded. Contrary to what the neoliberal proponents of 

the schemes had suggested, market forces actually stifled growth from companies 

possessing novel, innovative technologies since they could not compete with the 

greater financial resources of the incumbents. The lessons from the three case 

studies were: 

 
 (1) that they tend to favour incumbent companies (e.g. large utilities), (2) that 
most investments concern relatively mature technologies [i.e. wind] and that 
there is little or no domestic demand that can stimulate the industrialisation of 
less mature technologies and (3) that TGCs tend to induce high levels of excess 
profits which, given the first two lessons, primarily benefit incumbent actors 
and relatively mature RES-E technologies45. 

(Jacobsson et al., 2009: 2144) 
 

The Commission was again to be thwarted in its efforts to harmonise the EU’s 

energy portfolio within a rather simplistic neoliberal framework by the European 

Parliament and the Council of Ministers. Both institutions chose to ignore the idea 

of TGCs given the huge diversity in market topography, especially in cost 

differentials, across the Member States. A TGC system that applied a fixed price for 

green certificates across the EU would only flatten demand for renewables by 

punishing the more innovative countries that were at least prepared to invest in the 

more “mature” RES-E technologies. Such a move would at the same time favour the 

much larger, incumbent electricity utilities that could afford to outbid for the TGCs 

                                                       
45 The “relatively mature RES-E technologies” mentioned here invariably refer to wind turbine 
technologies which by now were a proven contributor to the electricity market with an established 
financial framework within which to operate from. The more developmental wave, tidal and solar 
technologies were still at “R&D” stage with regards to utility-scale electricity generation. 
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on the “relatively mature” RES-Es, at the expense of making real and meaningful 

technology shifts within their own energy infrastructures.  

 

Table 5.1 (Source: Global Wind Energy Council, no date). 
 

So, how were the European Parliament and Council of Ministers able to provide 

such an effective challenge to the Commission? It is useful to go back to the 

literature, which has analysed these tensions between vested interest groups and 

the fundamentals of real-world decision-making in the policy process, found under 

the heading of Comitology. The administrative infrastructures that constitute the 

European Union rely on various committees of national experts to moderate the 

Commission's powers of implementation under EU legislation (Dogan, 1997) and 

have attracted some academic interest within the disciplines of law and the political 

sciences (Joerges and Neyer, 1997). It has been argued that these comitology 

committees have become significant indicators for analysing the evolution of the 

EU’s administrative frameworks (Wessels, 1998) and can be categorised according 

to how they operate into the following: 

 
Advisory committees: these give their opinions to the Commission, which must 
try to take account of them. 
Management committees: if the measures adopted by the Commission are not 
in accordance with the committee's opinion, the Commission must refer them 
to the Council, which, within a period laid down by the basic act, may adopt a 
different decision by a qualified majority. 
Regulatory committees: if the measures envisaged by the Commission are not 
in accordance with the committee's opinion, the Commission must refer them 
to the Council and, for information, to the European Parliament. The Council 
may give its agreement or introduce an amendment within a period which may 
not exceed three months. If the Council does not take a decision, the 
Commission draws up implementing measures, unless the Council opposes this. 
In the latter case the Commission may submit an amended proposal or a new 
proposal or may re-submit the same proposal. 
Regulatory committees with scrutiny: these must allow the Council and the 
European Parliament to carry out a check prior to the adoption of measures of 
general scope designed to amend non-essential elements of a basic instrument 
adopted by codecision.  

(Europa, no date) 

Evolution of total installed wind energy capacity for EU, since 2001 RES-E Directive 

Year 2001** 2002** 2003** 2004* 2005* 2006* 2007 2008 2009 

MW 17,315 23,159 28,598 34,371 40,511 48,029 56,531 64,719 74,767 

**EU 15 / *EU 25 
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Though the evolution of comitology committees within the policy process was 

eventually realised as a way for Member States to provide a check on Commission 

powers, and promote greater transparency within the decision-making process, 

they have garnered some criticism in their own right. Some have argued that 

comitology committees have in fact contributed to a democratic deficit in EU 

legislative processes (Bignami, 1999; Sieberson, 2008), while others have taken a 

more benign view of them (Bradley, 1997; Alfé et al., 2008). Nonetheless, a 

consensus has emerged that at the very least the: 

 

irresistible rise of Comitology is an institutional response to the deep-seated 
tensions between the dual supranational and intergovernmentalist structure of 
the Community on the one hand, and its problem-solving tasks on the other. 
Comitology has accordingly provided a forum in which problems are addressed 
through evolving and novel processes of interest formation and decision-
making 

(Joerges and Neyer, 1997: 273) 
 

It can be argued that this institutional development has gone some way in 

facilitating the European Union’s response to the key issues of energy security and 

climate change, and the role renewable energies (including wind) are to take in 

meeting these challenges. This may be so, despite the disparate opinions held by 

those within its executive and the individual Member States, who all have their own 

competing interests coupled with their obligations to the community as a whole.  

 

What this section has shown is that behavioural or ideological perspectives can 

create turbulence in the policy flow, particularly when key actors continually ignore 

proven failures found in a promoted policy instrument. These failures, as a 

consequence, can go on to create dysfunctional structures in the countries that 

adopt them and consequently create distrust in the local communities affected. In 

the case of Ireland, the choice of the government here has been to structure the 

support instruments in such a way as to invariably leave the building of wind farms 

in the hands of those who can afford to access the levels of capital needed to make 

such ventures profitable. This weighting towards the large-scale producers has led 
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to an atmosphere of distrust in a number of local communities who fail to see any 

significant tangible benefits from the private operators developing wind farms in 

their areas; and often characterise such ventures as merely a means to siphon the 

benefits of a local resource out of the areas affected, as we will see in later case 

studies. 

 

5.2 Feed-in Tariffs: Operationalising the EU’s Decarbonisation Agenda 
Now that we have a contextual background that explains how feed-in tariffs (FITs) 

have come to be the dominant support instrument in the European Union, despite 

initial ideological resistance to it from the European Commission, it is important 

that we have a full understanding of FITs and how they function as an instrument 

for operationalising the EU’s decarbonisation agenda. Once one overcomes 

ideological antipathy towards the notion of “state aid”, the logical conclusion is to 

accept that there is a fundamental need to support nascent energy technologies 

that are susceptible to the predatory practices of incumbent utilities intent on 

protecting their own market-share within existing energy frameworks. By adopting 

the “comprehensive suite of policies” (Bruckner et al., 2010: 203), of which FITs 

make up an integral part, the EU has sought to complement it with other market-

centred strategies (such as emissions trading schemes), which on their own are 

unable to finance the decarbonisation agenda. “In fact, the Stern Review found that 

only 40% of the low-carbon future can be financed through the carbon market 

(Stern, 2006)” (Bruckner et al., 2010: 203) ensuring that the framework of support 

schemes each individual Member State adopts are vital to the overall policy 

strategies of the supranational network. 

 

 Miguel Mendonça (2007) has carried out considerable research into the role FITs 

have played in promoting this technological shift towards greater renewable energy 

and has defined a feed-in tariff as:   

 

Essentially a ‘pricing law’, where the rates paid to producers of electricity from 
renewable sources are set in law, and calculated to provide sufficient 



114 
 

profitability for the investment. There is usually a set period over which this 
payment will be received. 

(Mendonça, 2007: xiv) 
 

This rather succinct explanation belies its inherent versatility, both in application 

and design, and as Mendonça has argued FITs in all their various designs have 

proven to be more cost-effective and ultimately more successful when compared to 

many of the other support schemes available. This is certainly true when compared 

to the tender model previously applied in Ireland before 2006, though this system 

still outperformed the quota systems championed in the UK and in North America46. 

Working in a similar way to a subsidy, in its simplest terms, a FIT reduces the 

economic risks RES-E producers are exposed to. This is often comes with a cost, 

some would argue, to the incumbent electricity utilities and the electricity 

consumer. However, that does depend very much on how it has been initially 

designed. When one considers the extent to which the incumbent utilities are 

themselves supported (see Figure 5.3, page 105) arguments over “state aid” 

become rather redundant.  

 

The true effectiveness47 of FITs in driving the decoarbonisation agenda can be seen 

in the work by Ragwitz et al. (2005) who show it to have outperformed all other 

mechanisms that operated in the ten applicable Member States during the period 

1997 to 2004. They also attribute long-term and stable policy environments as 

necessary requirements to promote rapid RES-E deployment. Indeed, Mendonça 

supports Klein et al.’s (2006/2010) assertion that a good FIT design should take into 

account the varying electricity generation costs for the different RES-E technologies. 

This technology-specific approach to tariff levels, they argue, is essential given the 

factors that determine generation costs include: 

 
• Investment for the plant 
• Other costs related to the project, such as expenses for licensing procedures 

                                                       
46 The UK has since switched to a FITs model for smaller-scale generation (under 5MW) and a 
number of state governments and municipalities are also looking into FITs policies in the USA (Cory 
et al., 2009). 
47 Ragwitz et al. (2005) define effectiveness as the ratio of change in electricity generation capacity 
over a given period against additional realisable mid-term potential for a specific technology to 2020. 
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• Operation and maintenance (O&M) costs 
• Fuel costs (in the case of biomass and biogas) 
• Inflation 
• Interest rates for the invested capital 
• Profit margins for investors 

(Mendonça, 2007: 90; Klein, 2010: 11) 
 
Most EU Member States have adopted this technology-specific option (Mendonça, 

2007) and factor in the expected amount of electricity generated (along with the 

estimated lifetime of the power plant) before fixing the tariff level into legislation 

(Klein et al., 2006/2010). Mendonça also suggests that regular revision of the tariff 

rates is important in order “to ensure that they are at an appropriate level to 

achieve the stated goal of the energy policy” (Mendonça, 2007: 92). Klein et al. 

(2006/2010) have developed this costs-based approach further and highlight the 

importance of factoring in other “external costs” when fixing tariff rates. These 

include:  

 
• Climate change 
• Health damage from air pollutants 
• Agricultural yield loss 
• Material damage 
• Effects on the energy supply security 

(Klein et al., 2010: 12) 
 

They refer to this idea of avoided costs due to installed RES-E generation as the 

“Portuguese Approach” whereby RES-E producers in Portugal are entitled to 

monthly payments calculated from a formula specifically designed to take this into 

account. They have evaluated this rather complicated, though eloquent, approach 

into its relevant advantages and disadvantages, indicated in Table 5.2 below. 

 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Not only electricity generation costs are taken into 
account, but also other factors, such as CO2 

emissions.  
Due to the possibility to have a higher tariff during 
daytime than at night, the system is demand 
orientated. (More electricity is demanded during 
the day.)  

The tariff level is very difficult to determine. 
This causes high administrative complexity 
and low transparency.  
Uncertainty for investors and plant 
operators, because the level of remuneration 
depends on many parameters and the tariff 
level is difficult to predict.  

Table 5.2 Evaluation of the Portuguese way of determining tariff levels (Source: Klein et al., 
2010: 13). 



116 
 

  

Most Member States within the EU have opted for less complicated administrative 

structures and in Ireland, the thinking has been very much focused on a stepped 

tariff design where payment is differentiated depending on each of the targeted 

RES-E sources. This approach factors in the generation costs without paying 

particular attention to other externalities. There are certain nuances to this 

approach however, with tariff levels dependent on plant size that in effect 

differentiate between what can be considered commercial and domestic wind 

turbines. Again Klein et al. (2006/2010) have broken down the relative advantages 

and disadvantages of the stepped tariff design below, in Table 5.348. 

 

Advantages Disadvantages 

Differences in power generation costs due to the 
plant size or the fuel type can be taken into account  
Local conditions can be considered and reflected in 
the tariff level  
Not only the sites with most favourable conditions 
can be exploited  
Risk of over-compensating very efficient plants is 
minimised  
Producer profit is kept on a moderate level at 
favourable sites. Therefore the burden on electricity 
consumers is lower.  
Higher electricity generation costs for example due 
to deeper water or a large distance to the coast line 
(in the case of offshore wind turbines) can be taken 
into account  

The system can lead to high administrative 
complexity (e.g. for defining a reference 
turbine as in Germany).  
Many different tariff levels within the same 
technology may lead to less transparency 
and uncertainty for the investors.  
If the tariffs for plants with a low capacity 
are significantly higher than for larger 
plants, it could be economically feasible to 
construct two small plants instead of a large 
one, even though larger plants might be 
more efficient. This decreases the overall 
efficiency of the system.  

Table 5.3 Evaluation of a stepped tariff design (Source: Klein et al., 2006/2010: 38). 
 

While the advantages of this type of tariff outweigh the disadvantages, the authors 

indicate a note of caution regarding its application especially in terms of reduced 

transparency and an unintended increase in uncertainty for investors, given the 

complicated pricing structures involved. This is especially true when investors must 

consider a technology that is subject to different levels of support depending on the 

size of generating plant for instance. There are also repercussions for efficiency, as 

is alluded to in the table above. However, efficiency has not been a problem in 

Ireland given the wind regimes present here, the emphasis on large scale turbines 

                                                       
48 A breakdown of the advantages and disadvantages of the other forms of FIT can be seen in 
Appendix C, at the end of this thesis. 
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and the exclusion of smaller-scale operatives. Community-based initiatives by 

necessity can generally only afford to build small-scale turbines, due to their relative 

inability to access the flows of capital available to the large RES-E producers. Also, 

the government decided quite deliberately to set a rather low rate for all its tariffs 

(see Table 5.7, page 134) on the basis of relative cost-effectiveness since, as the 

authors point out, despite the fact that:   

 

The tariff level in Ireland is rather low (5.6 – 5.8 € Cents/kWh, depending on the 
capacity of the wind turbine)...wind conditions are very favourable and 
therefore the low tariff is sufficient to cover the generation costs at many sites 
in Ireland.  

(Klein et al., 2010: 17) 
 

RES-E producers in other Member States have not been as fortunate to experience 

such favourable wind regimes and the tariffs have needed to be set substantially 

higher as a consequence. A positive outcome of this has been the greater profit 

margins from these higher tariffs have enabled smaller-scale community-based 

cooperatives in say Denmark and Germany to make a considerable contribution to 

the electricity supply in those countries. Studies by both Mendonça (2007) and Klein 

et al. (2006/2010) have been extremely helpful in highlighting how environmental 

innovation has been achieved through various FITs programmes and, despite being 

framed as state aid, these programmes have been considerably more successful 

than the more neoliberal approaches advocated by the European Commission.  

 

 

Table 5.4 EC funding for wind energy RD&D in FP5&6 (Source: European Commission, DG-
Research, 2006: 115). 
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However, neoliberal tendencies continue to impact on the type of FIT schemes 

rolled out in a number of Member States, including Ireland. These tendencies have 

revealed significant legislative inefficiencies in the past, resulting in EU wind energy 

policy faltering during the early part of the 2000s from the FIT versus free-market 

mechanisms debates advanced by the European Commission. The turbulence that 

was created in the EU policy flow as a result nearly caused a number Member 

States to seriously question their ability in meeting their 2005 and 2010 targets. In 

the second part of this chapter we will see how Ireland has incorporated these 

instruments into its own policy flows, and show how it too adopted the EU 

Commission’s perspective on state aid before it was forced to switch to the FIT 

alternative in order to meet its own 2010 targets. 

 Share of energy from 
renewable sources, 2005. 
(gross final consumption of 
energy) 

Target for share of energy from 
renewable sources in 2020 
(gross final consumption of 
energy) 

Austria  23,3 % 34 % 
Belgium 2,2 % 13 % 
Bulgaria 9,4 % 16 % 
Cyprus  2,9 % 13 % 
Czech Republic 6,1 % 13 % 
Denmark 17,0 % 30 % 
Estonia  18,0 % 25 % 
Finland  28,5 % 38 % 
France  10,3 % 23 % 
Germany 5,8 % 18 % 
Greece  6,9 % 18 % 
Hungary  4,3 % 13 % 
Ireland  3,1 % 16 % 
Italy  5,2 % 17 % 
Latvia  32,6 % 40 % 
Lithuania  15,0 % 23 % 
Luxembourg  0,9 % 11 % 
Malta  0,0 % 10 % 
Netherlands  2,4 % 14 % 
Poland  7,2 % 15 % 
Portugal  20,5 % 31 % 
Romania  17,8 % 24 % 
Slovak Republic  6,7 % 14 % 
Slovenia  16,0 % 25 % 
Spain  8,7 % 20 % 
Sweden  39,8 % 49 % 
United Kingdom  1,3 % 15 % 

Table 5.5 National overall targets by 2020 (Source: EurActiv, 2011). 
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5.3 Regulating Energyscapes: Situating Ireland within EU Policy Flows 
If we are to take the changing roles of local and national government, within the 

supranational networks of the European Union as a given, how then is 

environmental innovation to be achieved, especially within an Irish context? The 

implementation of EU directives compel Member States to accomplish whatever 

task is set down in a given directive without setting out how exactly that task is to 

be achieved and has proven to be a useful and innovative tool of multi-level 

governance. This ambiguity has also proven helpful to national politicians, ever 

mindful of the consequences introducing unpopular but necessary environmental 

legislation to a vengeful voting public may have on their political careers (Hoffman, 

1982; Kjær, 2004). The four key directives the Sustainable Energy Authority of 

Ireland (SEAI) identify as the most significant in shaping sustainable energy policy in 

Ireland have been the Renewable Electricity Directives (2001/77/EC & 2009/28/EC); 

the Energy Performance in Buildings Directive (2002/91/EC); the Emissions Trading 

Directive (2003/87/EC); and the Energy End-Use Efficiency and Energy Services 

Directive (2006/32/EC). All four directives have helped shape national attitudes 

towards renewable energy in Ireland since their ratification.  

 

More specific to wind energy the Renewable Electricity Directive (2001/77/EC), in 

conjunction with the Emissions Trading Directive (2003/87/EC) has been recognised 

by the European Wind Energy Association (EWEA) as being the single most 

important piece of legislation to have been ratified anywhere in the world. It has 

also proven to be instrumental in promoting wind energy generation in countries 

either unable or unwilling to do so before its introduction (EWEA, 2010). The EWEA 

also suggest that prior to its updating and re-ratification in 2009 (2009/28/EC), 

directives 2001/77/EC and 2003/87/EC needed to be combined if the EU is to 

realistically meet its target of 180GW of wind-generated electricity by 2020. The 

Commission agreed with this assessment stating: 

 

The interlinkages between setting greenhouse gas reduction targets, the 
emissions trading scheme and renewable energy targets are clear. The 
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Commission sees the various elements as complementary: EU ETS will facilitate 
growth in renewable energy; the renewable energy Directive will create 
conditions enabling renewable energy to play a key role in reaching the 
greenhouse gas reduction target. 

(European Commission, 2008a: 4) 
 

This incentivising of wind farm developments through its Emissions Trading System 

(EU ETS) signalled to the markets its position (linking its energy and climate change 

strategies) and where it saw the European Union developing into the future. This 

maturing of the climate change/energy investment perspective has since been 

incorporated into market practice with organisations such as the Institutional 

Investors Group on Climate Change (IIGCC) publishing its position paper Shifting 

Private Capital To Low Carbon Investment in 2010. In it they call for a deepening of 

incentivising strategies, such as EU ETS, to increase the flow of private capital into 

the sector. Despite the IIGCC criticising the EU for its continuing lack of clarity on EU 

ETS, international capital investment in renewable energy capacity (along with 

research and development) has increased steadily with over $100 billion pumped 

into renewable energy projects across the globe in 2007 alone (REN21, 2008)49.  

 

A percentage of this international capital has obviously flowed into the Irish market 

through the global banking networks and is essential to fund the huge initial capital 

investment required for renewable energy projects such as wind farms50. To date 

there are no community-based wind farms in Ireland, unlike in Denmark and 

Germany, given the lack of incentives available here for local communities to invest 

in such projects.  

                                                       
49 It should be mentioned that despite the 2008 Financial Crisis an estimated $130 billion was 
invested in renewable energy projects in 2008. This figure increased yet again in 2009 to $150 billion, 
though it was observed that despite this increase in overall levels there was a 6% drop in investment 
in utility-scale renewable energy projects, from 2008 levels, which did raise a cautionary note 
(REN21, 2010). 
50 In 2004, Bank of Ireland launched a specialised fund, making available €500 million for companies 
and development projects focused on the renewable energy, water treatment and the waste 
management sectors. The fund was re-launched in February 2009 with a further €100 million made 
available; this time with a strong emphasis on wind energy projects (BOI, 2009). Launched as a 
conditional prerequisite to the government’s recapitalisation of the Irish banks, resulting from the 
2008 Financial Crisis, this fund marked a significant departure in the relationship between the 
financial institutions and the state, which had traditionally shied away from direct involvement in the 
financial markets. It will be interesting to see if the fund will be utilised to its full potential 
considering the continuing repercussions coming from the financial crisis. 
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Access to the flow of global financial capital must come into the equation, either 

directly through the multinational wind energy companies themselves or 

channelled through the national banking system to local energy entrepreneurs 

prepared to take the risk, limiting access and ensuring only the large-scale utilities 

have a real chance for investment. When one considers the fact that Ireland 

remains one of the most globalised and open economies in the world, the 

continuing economic turbulence and fluidity of global capital out of the economy 

will have an inordinate impact on this country for years to come.  

 

We will look at how the Irish government incentivises investment in the wind 

energy sector in the next section, but it may prove useful to provide an overview as 

to how Ireland has accommodated the mobile interdependent policies of the EU in 

to its own renewable energy strategies. As a consequence of changing national 

government targets, partly in response to the EU directives mentioned earlier and 

to wider international agreements like the Kyoto Protocol, a raft of national 

legislation and policy statements have been introduced in recent years. The key 

documents here include the Energy White Paper (2007) and the National Climate 

Change Strategy 2007–2012. Howley et al. (2008) group the key national energy 

policies under the following three pillars of sustainable energy development: 

environmental responsibility, security of supply, and cost competitiveness. The 

pillar of environmental responsibility has also been written into the two government 

documents mentioned above. The most notable objectives include limiting energy-

related greenhouse gases (termed transboundary gas emissions), accelerating the 

penetration of renewable energies into the Irish electricity generating market, and 

promoting the deployment of Combined Heat and Power (CHP) generating plants. 

An expressed target is to limit the amount of greenhouse gas emissions to 

approximately 29% above 1990 levels, or roughly the equivalent of 72mt of CO2 per 

annum up to 2012, when the Kyoto Protocol ceases operation.  

 

Looking at Figure 5.5 below, taken from Dennehy et al.’s 2010 report Renewable 

Energy in Ireland 2010 Update, one can see the significant contribution wind energy 
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generation has made since 2004 in helping the government meet its CO2 offsetting 

targets. This figure will continue to increase in the years to come as new wind farm 

proposals, currently waiting for a grid connection, come on-stream. 

 

 

Coupled with this desire to reduce carbon emissions, the government has continued 

to foster greater diversification of electricity generation in the domestic market and 

the 2007 Energy White Paper (in keeping with EU strategy to push for ever greater 

reduction targets on the part of Member States) set a desired target for the total 

share of electricity generation, coming from renewable energy, to 15% by 2010 and 

33% by 2020 (Government White Paper, 2007). The 2020 target has since increased 

upwards to 40% with the publication of the 2008 Carbon Budget (Howley et al., 

2008). This increased level of interest was also complemented by the introduction 

of the Renewable Energy Feed in Tariff (REFIT) scheme in 2006, which (as we will 

see in section 5.4) was introduced to encourage growth in wind power capacity in 

an effort to meet the 2010 target set out in the 2001 RES-E Directive.  

Figure 5.5 Avoided CO2 emissions from Renewable Energy 1990 to 2008. Using SEI data at the 
time, the authors estimated that the amount of CO2 avoided from renewable energy actually 
increased by 179% (6.2% per annum on average) over the period 1990 to 2007 reaching a total 
of 2,830 kt (kilotonnes) of CO2 in 2008.  As one can see from the figure, the emissions avoided 
from wind were the most significant as wind farms continued to complete the planning 
application process in increasing numbers. In 2007, a total of 997 kt CO2 was estimated to have 
been avoided (Source: Dennehy et al., 2010: 28). 
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The decision to switch to a feed-in tariff51 model was made in light of repeated 

failures the previous competitions-based system experienced in meeting its targets. 

Despite this, investment from private venture capitalists grew during the period 

from 2003 to 2006, with Ireland (now constituting an all-island electricity network) 

achieving “the highest level of wind power penetration in the world”52 according to 

Ó Gallachóir et al. (2007) and Howley et al. (2008: 22). This was largely due to the 

frenzied development of large-scale, privately-funded wind farms at that time. 

However, despite Ireland continuing to lag behind countries like Germany, Spain 

and Denmark, in installed wind capacity, the authors argued that wind penetration 

here was in fact higher than either the “British, UCTE53 or NORDEL54 synchronous 

power systems” (Gallachóir et al., 2007: 6).  

 

From 2006, however, this level of growth dropped off somewhat with Gallachóir et 

al., (2007) estimating at the time that an additional 346MW of wind capacity 

needed to be added to the electricity network by the end of 2009 if Ireland was to 

achieve the 15% RES-E target by 2010 (Howley et al., 2008). These concerns have 

since subsided with the latest report from the SEAI, Renewable Energy in Ireland 

(2010 UPDATE), estimating the share of electricity generated from renewable 

energy sources (RES-E) in 2009 as having reached a provisional estimate of 14.4%, 

which the SEAI acknowledges exceeds the interim EU target of 13.2% RES-E by 

2010. The SEAI now expects Ireland to comfortably meet the 15% target in 2010.55 

 

                                                       
51 For a more detailed assessment of the feed-in tariff, go to section 5.2. 
52 This was measured calculating the ratio of installed wind generation capacity against the overall 
generating capacity for the all-Ireland electricity power system. 
53 The Union for the Co-ordination of Electricity Transmission (UCTE) is the association of 
transmission system operators in continental Europe.  
54 Nordel is the forum responsible for co-operation between the transmission system operators in 
the Nordic countries of Denmark, Finland, Iceland, Norway and Sweden. 
55 In May 2010 the then Minister for Communications, Energy and Natural Resources Eamon Ryan 
formally announced that Ireland had indeed met its 2010 targets (Energyefficiencynews.com, 2010). 
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Figure 5.6 This pie-chart sequence shows the growing share of RES-E technologies in Ireland’s 
energy mix to 2020, from 3.1% in 2005 to 16% in 2020. As can we see from the image wind 
power clearly takes up the bulk of RES-E production (Source: Beurskens and Hekkenberg, 
2011: 196/197). 
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5.4 From AER to REFIT: Renewable Energy Policy in Ireland 
The dynamics of European renewable energy policy is not always clear cut, but 

rather is devised and then implemented with often diverse and conflicting back-

stories that influence eventual outcomes in ways unforeseen by its makers. The 

situation in Ireland has proven to be quite similar. Successive Irish governments 

continued to favour a limited competitions-based approach to wind energy 

promotion despite it continued underperformance, as we shall now see. 

Highlighting a stubborn adherence to the European Commission’s precepts defining 

what was to be constituted as state aid, these attitudes helped ensure that Ireland 

remains behind the curve when it comes to developing a viable indigenous wind 

energy industry anywhere near on par to the pioneering Member States of 

Germany, Spain, Denmark or indeed Portugal. This situation is particularly damning 

when we consider that Ireland has a more favourable wind regime and nowhere 

near the population densities of those countries. This section will show how the 

government was forced to reconsider its renewable energy strategy and switch to a 

feed-in tariff model (REFIT) in order to meet its 2010 targets as set down by the 

European Union. 

 

We can see from the pie-chart in Figure 5.7 below, the majority of installed wind 

energy capacity for the island of Ireland is situated in counties Donegal, Kerry and 

Cork. Tyrone represents the greatest installed capacity across the border, in 

Northern Ireland. This can be explained in part by the favourable wind regime that 

exists there, but also by the extent of its electricity infrastructure including the 

Letterkenny-Strabane interconnector. This county comparison chart also reveals 

some interesting insights into Irish wind energy development as a whole. County 

Mayo, for example, possesses similar wind regimes to that of Donegal and Kerry, 

yet it has only approximately 20% of the installed capacity of either of the other two 

counties. In fact, in the 2008 All Island Electricity Grid Study, it was shown that the 

estimated cost of producing wind-generated electricity is significantly lower in 

Mayo compared to Cork or Kerry. 
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The study estimated that significant areas of Mayo, Wicklow, south Dublin and west 

Sligo are in fact the most financially amenable to wind development, as can be seen 

in Map 1. The report defined this in terms of favourable wind regimes and the 

lowest feed-in tariff rate that could be applied that would still ensure investors 

break even on their investment. When we compare Figure 5.7 and Map 1 it 

becomes clear that none of these counties posses anything close to the installed 

wind capacity that prevails in Donegal or the southwest counties of Cork and Kerry. 

So what are the other influencing factors that have gone in to creating this disparity 

and how can it occur given the centralised nature of political power in this state? A 

situation that clearly is contrary to the government’s defined policies on renewable 

energy and wind power in particular.  

 

Figure 5.7 Pie chart indicating the total installed wind energy capacity on a county by county 
comparison. At present, Ireland’s total installed capacity stands at 1,837.89MW, according to 
the IWEA. Donegal (264.65MW), Cork (242.06MW), and Kerry (224.34MW) are the top three 
counties with regards to installed capacity and will remain so into the future. (Source: IWEA, 
2011). 
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Map 1 An illustration of the levelised energy costs estimated for the island of Ireland for wind 
generated electricity. Levelised energy costs here refers to the minimum price that can be paid 
for a unit of wind generated electricity that still allows investors recoup the cost of their 
investment. This scenario does not include a margin of profit in its calculations. The most cost-
effective sites for wind energy development on the island of Ireland are highlighted in red and 
orange, and exclude “restrictive areas such as Natural Heritage Areas and Special Areas of 
Conservation and similar designated areas in Northern Ireland”. The three case studies that will 
be discussed later in the thesis are indicated by the wind turbine symbols in counties Cork and 
Kerry (Source: DCENR, 2008b: 31). 
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To answer this, we must analyse the Irish government’s wind energy strategies in 

the context of its position within the multi-level governance networks of the 

European Union, and the changing roles that it and local governments have adopted 

over recent years in order meet the national targets set down by the EU and the 

Kyoto protocol. 

 

The development of alternative energy sources is a priority, nationally and at 
European level, for both environmental and energy policy reasons 

(Department of the Environment, 1996: 3) 
 

Research into commercial wind turbines, in Ireland, dates back to the early 1980s, 

with varying degrees of success. Partly in response to the oil crisis of the 1970s, 

wind again began to be seen as a viable, modern energy alternative once the right 

technology could be applied to harness it. Then, as now, concerns over Ireland’s 

energy security and discourses from a growing environmental movement sustained 

this prolonged period of research. It was not until 1992 however, when the 6.5MW 

wind farm at Bellacorick in County Mayo was connected to the national grid, that 

wind energy finally came to be seen to possess a realistic economic viability. This 

VALOREN-funded project56 was in many ways a test-case for wind power 

technology in Ireland and it has performed quite adequately according to some 

commentators (Staudt, 2000) even when compared with the more modern wind 

turbines we see today. It is still generating electricity for the national grid.  

 

Partly from the confidence that the Bellacorick project engendered, and more 

importantly in response to EU initiatives such as VALOREN towards fostering 

indigenous energy production, the Irish government set out in its National 

Development Plan 1994-1999 to improve national energy efficiency and at the same 

time reduce CO2 emissions by way of providing grants through the Energy Efficiency 

                                                       
56 The VALOREN programme was one of a number of European Community funds designed to 
promote wind energy deployment within the community. Launched in the mid-1980s, its expressed 
aim was to promote the development of industries that would be able to harness potential 
indigenous energy supplies found within the disadvantaged regions of the European Economic 
Community, of which Ireland was a recognised part. 
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Investment Support Scheme (EEISS)57. Actively encouraging the use of energy audits 

in order to shore up any identified systems weakness the EEISS focused on 

providing grants for proven and efficient energy technologies to the industrial, 

commercial and institutional sectors (O’Neill and Warren, 2001). The government 

also sought to promote the use of indigenous renewable energies, by setting up the 

Alternative Energy Requirement (AER) scheme a year later, in 1995. This tendering 

scheme was designed to integrate emerging renewable energy technologies within 

the existing electricity network, whereby proposers competed for Power Purchase 

Agreements (PPAs) with the ESB. These legal contracts guaranteed the successful 

candidates access to the electricity network for up to fifteen years, the estimated 

lifespan of many of the new technology projects. It was anticipated that the PPAs 

would also help reduce the level of risk developers would be exposed to when 

setting up these new renewable energy projects by ensuring that a fixed price, 

linked to an independent price index, was paid for every kilowatt-hour (kW-h) 

generated. This initial support was seen by policy makers as essential in successfully 

making the technological shift away from traditional carbon-based energy 

production. The following quote, taken from an Irish Energy Centre document on 

financing renewable energy, asserts that: 

 

The first projects built in a new market will be subject to considerable risk 
particularly relating to legislation which may not have been designed to 
accommodate renewable energy projects. For developers to take on this risk 
there must be considerable rewards in the way of potential profit from the 
project. When a few ‘showcase’ schemes have been developed this risk will 
reduce significantly and developers are likely to accept considerably reduced 
margins on the projects. 

(IEC, 2000: 14) 
 

The use of PPAs and the call for tenders allowed the government to promote 

growth in renewable energy with a minimum of capital investment, in short leaving 

it to the market to drive development rather than following the more community-

                                                       
57 It was estimated in 1998 that the scheme would eventually prove to be the largest contributor to 
CO2 reduction of all the projects run by the Irish Energy Centre during its lifetime (ERM, 1998). The 
Irish Energy Centre would later become the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI) and is the 
Irish government’s national energy authority. It is co-funded by the Irish Government and the 
European Union through Ireland’s EU Structural Funds Programme. 
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focused models encouraged in other parts of the EU. The significantly greater 

reward schemes adopted in countries like Germany, Denmark and Spain allowed for 

strong small-scale and community investment (Mendonça, 2007), whereas Ireland 

adopted a predominantly market-driven approach similar in thinking to that in the 

UK58 and North America. Funding was sourced from the general budget or from 

taxes such as the Public Service Obligation (PSO) 59 levy on the network tariff, with 

the ESB obligated to offer a set quota of PPA contracts to selected bidders (usually 

those tendering with the lowest cost proposals). These time-indexed individual bid 

prices mirrored the market value for electricity at that given moment (SEI, 2004). 

Prior to the opening up of the electricity market to renewable energies in February 

2000, the contract price for all categories of renewable energy fell from an across 

the board price of 5c/kW-h60 for AER 1, in 1995, to a weighted average of 

2.748c/kW-h for the AER 3 competition just two years later (SEAI, no date). This dip 

in the value of the AER contract price corresponded with sliding energy costs 

experienced globally at that time, resulting in traditional hydrocarbon electricity 

generation becoming dramatically cheaper, which in turn helped fuel the global 

economic boom of the mid to late-1990s. This twinning of pricing structures, of 

nascent energy technologies to the incumbent carbon-based utilities, was seen by 

many within the wind energy industry as unfairly weighting competitiveness in 

favour of the established operators since the relatively small-scale wind energy 

companies could not realistically compete with what were well-established 

industrial and economic models. Renewable energies, in essence, needed to be 

nurtured and protected during those early critical stages of development before 

they could realistically compete with the conventional carbon-based electricity 

producers. 

 

                                                       
58 The AER scheme was in fact modelled on the Non Fossil Fuel Obligation (NFFO) programme first 
introduced in the UK in 1990. 
59 The Public Service Obligation (PSO) levy is linked to the wholesale electricity price for all verified 
metered units exported to the network. It is charged to all electricity customers and is designed to 
recoup the additional costs incurred by the ESB in meeting its obligations to purchase electricity from 
indigenous peat generated electricity, in addition to sourcing electricity from sustainable renewable 
sources in accordance to the relevant support scheme, under the Electricity Regulation Act 1999 
(Public Service Obligations) Order 2002 (CER, 2009b).  
60 A euro equivalent of the original 4p/kW-h 



132 
 

 

The inherent system failures of the AER scheme were later highlighted by the 

European Renewable Energy Council (EREC) in its 2009 review of Ireland’s support 

structures for renewable energies. While the European Commission considered 

Ireland’s progress during the period up to 2004 in meeting its RES-E targets (set 

down in EU Directive 2001/77/EC) as modest at best, the EREC saw the emphasis 

the AER scheme placed on the lowest bid-price per kW-h supplied as inadvertently 

resulting in repeated poor performances for each round of the competition. As a 

consequence the repeated failures in meeting the respective designated national 

targets, shown in Table 5.6 above, could not be ignored. 

 

To illustrate this point further, out of an anticipated 100MW of installed capacity set 

out at the beginning of the third AER competition only 42.11MW61 of renewable 

electricity was eventually realised, 58% shy of the initial target. This occurred 

despite applying strict criteria on each proposer to first qualify on technical 

competency before a commercial bid could be submitted, which included grant 

requests that the proposals were ultimately evaluated on. The failure rate of 

successful applicants to bring their projects to completion remained significantly 

high. After six rounds, the AER competition was eventually abandoned in 2006 in 

favour of a feed-in-tariff62 mechanism. By this time it was seen as: 

  

                                                       
61 As Table 5.6 shows, wind energy accounted for a majority of this total at 37.9MW. 
62 Feed-in tariffs are discussed in more detail in section 5.2.  

Table 5.6 Table showing Irish wind energy capacities (in MWs) from the various government 
support mechanisms for the period 1992 to 2004. * Third Party Access (TPAs) refer to wind 
farms built without capital grant support or a guaranteed power purchase agreement (Source: 
O’Leary et al., 2004: 36). 
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the main tool for promoting RES-E technologies [which are] guaranteed for up 
to 15 years, but may not extend beyond 2024. During its first year, 98% of the 
feed in tariff support [was] allocated to wind farms. Under the new feed in 
tariffs, both grid connection agreement and planning permission are 
preconditions for securing a contract.  

(EREC, 2009: 5) 
 

These new preconditions were important developments on the part of the 

government’s strategy towards wind energy. Since wind farms would account for a 

majority of the state’s renewable energy portfolio, given its relative technological 

maturity compared to other renewables. However, stipulations that a project must 

have already been awarded both planning permission and a grid connection before 

qualification would raise important issues of their own. Despite this, it is generally 

accepted that the feed-in-tariff has improved the situation significantly, especially in 

terms of reducing the level of financial risk that developers were exposed to under 

the previous tender schemes. The requirement to obtain both planning permission 

and a grid connection had a significant impact on the three case studies discussed in 

later chapters, especially in relation to Tarbert Renewable Energy’s efforts to 

complete its project and the planning decisions made on the Cordal Wind Farm63. 

This type of policy instrument, in Ireland titled the Renewable Energy Feed In Tariff 

(REFIT), has become the predominant support mechanism for a majority of EU 

countries. For a breakdown of each EU member state’s feed-in-tariffs, for the five 

main renewable energies supported at present, see Table 5.7 below. 

 

 Up until April 2010, the United Kingdom and Sweden were the only two countries 

left in the EU that had yet to set up some form of feed-in-tariff mechanism for at 

least one of their renewable energy sources. Both still use the quota system in 

supporting industrial-scale renewables, particularly wind power. However, the UK 

has since introduced a new feed-in-tariff scheme (FITs), which commenced on April 

1st 2010, for small-scale low-carbon electricity technologies of less than 5MW 

output and has been widely seen as an effort to encourage community-led 

development. FITs has by no means replaced the older Renewables Obligation (RO) 

scheme, but instead it operates alongside it with RO remaining the primary support 

                                                       
63 See  chapters Six and Seven respectively. 
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mechanism. However the government there has already come under fire in the 

media and from other sources including RenewableUK, formerly the British Wind 

Energy Association, which expressed concern that the new scheme would 

undermine efforts by the large wind energy companies to grow their business 

(Macalister, 2010). For a wind advocacy organisation such as RenewableUK to 

express such concerns is indicative of the commercial nature of wind energy in that 

country and to a similar extent in the Republic of Ireland. Representative 

organisations, concerned with smaller-scale wind farm operators here, such as the 

Meitheal Na Gaoithe co-operative, have found it very difficult to provide a platform 

for their members’ interests in comparison to the vastly better resourced 

organisations sponsored by the big wind farm companies. 

Member state 
Wind power  
'On-shore' €/kWh 

Wind power 
'Off-shore' €/kWh  

Solar PV 
 €/kWh 

Biomass 

€/kWh 
Hydro 

€/kWh 

Austria 0.073 0.073 0.29 - 0.46 0.06 -0.16 n/a 

Belgium 0.05 0.09 - 0.107 0.15 n/a 0.05 

Bulgaria 0.07 - 0.09 0.07 - 0.09 0.34 - 0.38 0.08 - 0.10 0.045 

Cyprus 0.166 0.166 0.34 0.135 n/a 

Czech Republic 0.108 0.108 0.455 0.077 - 0.103 0.081 

Denmark 0.078 0.078 n/a 0.039 n/a 

Estonia 0.051 0.051 0.051 0.051 0.051 

Finland 0.0835 n/a n/a n/a n/a 

France 0.082 0.31 - 0.58 n/a 0.125 0.06 

Germany 0.05 - 0.09 0.13 - 0.15 0.29 - 0.55 0.08 - 0.12 0.04 - 0.13 

Greece 0.07 - 0.09 0.07 - 0.09 0.55 0.07 - 0.08 0.07 - 0.08 

Hungary n/a n/a 0.097 n/a 0.029 - 0.052 

Ireland 0.057-0.059 0.14 n/a 0.072 0.072 

Italy 0.3 0.3 0.36 - 0.44 0.2 - 0.3 0.22 

Latvia 0.11 0.11 n/a n/a n/a 

Lithuania 0.10 0.10 n/a 0.08 0.07 

Luxembourg 0.08 - 0.10 0.08 - 0.10 0.28 - 0.56 0.103 - 0.128 0.079 - 0.103 

Malta n/a n/a 0.0466 n/a n/a 

Netherlands 0.118 0.186 0.459 - 0.583 0.115 - 0.177 0.073 - 0.125 

Poland n/a n/a n/a 0.038 n/a 

Portugal 0.074 0.074 0.31 - 0.45 0.1 - 0.11 0.075 

Romania n/a n/a 0.027 – 0.055 n/a n/a 

Slovakia 0.05- 0.09 0.05- 0.09 0.27 0.072 - 0.10 0.066 - 0.10 

Slovenia 0.087 - 0.094 0.087 - 0.095 0.267 - 0.414 0.074 - 0.224 0.077 - 0.105 

Spain 0.073 0.073 0.32 - 0.34 0.107 - 0.158 0.077 

Sweden n/a n/a n/a n/a n/a 

 0.31 n/a 0.42 0.12 0.23 
Table 5.7 Breakdown of EU government feed-in tariffs (Source: European Commission, 2010). 
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This hostile environment towards small-scale and community-focused wind 

operators in Ireland has also been largely reflected in the behaviour of the state’s 

largest energy company, the ESB. When it was responsible for managing the 

country’s national grid, prior to the establishment of Eirgrid, the semi-state body 

consistently resisted pressure to accommodate the smaller wind energy producers, 

citing connectivity costs and the underlying intermittency issues associated with the 

technology as a defence. It has now warmed to the idea of utility scale wind power 

generation, in light of the successes made by Airtricity (the country’s dominant wind 

energy producer). Its purchasing of Hibernian Wind Power Ltd, along with the 

opening up of competition in the market as a whole, has seen it rapidly diversify 

into wind energy since 2009.  Like incumbent utilities elsewhere in Europe it has 

been largely satisfied to protect its market share and aggressively sought to freeze 

out any challenges to its dominant position in the market. This stance was obviously 

market-orientated, however it was also coloured by its negative experiences during 

the late 1950s, when it first looked at wind power as part of its energy portfolio, 

and again during the 1980s (Haverty, 1982) when the technology was nowhere near 

as advanced as it is today. The relative financial security brought by the introduction 

of the REFIT scheme and pressure to reduce carbon emissions incentivised the ESB 

to take another look and diversify into wind. This rapid turn-around in policy has 

seen it invest heavily in the wind sector, both Ireland and in the UK, with Hibernian 

Wind Power now owning over 211MW in operating capacity. A further 789MW is 

currently in development including the massive joint-venture 320MW wind farm at 

Oweninny in County Mayo. In partnership with Bord na Móna, the semi-state body 

responsible for the commercial exploitation of Ireland’s peat land resources, 

Oweninny is set to become one of the largest onshore wind farms in Europe and is 

in keeping with Ireland’s market-driven approach to developing wind. 

 

If we return to Table 5.7 for moment we can see that Ireland’s feed-in tariff rate for 

onshore wind power is the third lowest in the EU. Only Estonia and Belgium offer 

lower rates, with both countries possessing nowhere near the same wind resources 

found here. In an effort to improve Ireland’s support structures for renewable 
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energy the then Minister for Communications, Energy & Natural Resources, Eamon 

Ryan, launched a pilot program in February 2009 guaranteeing a "net" tariff of 

€0.09/kW-h for micro-generator projects of up to 11KW capacity, which includes 

small wind turbines. This program runs along similar lines to the UK’s FITs scheme. 

However given that it is not a true feed-in tariff, since it only allows payment for 

"excess generation" pumped back into the national grid (Gipe, 2009), and also 

because of its relatively low pricing structure it remains to be seen if it will make a 

meaningful contribution to wind energy deployment in this country. Writing on the 

internet forum Boards.ie, shortly after its launch, Quentin Gargan highlighted the 

disparity of pricing and support structures for the two schemes operating on either 

side of the border on the island of Ireland. Despite both jurisdictions being part of 

the all-Ireland Single Electricity Market (SEM)64 the disparity of both support 

schemes is glaring. Somewhat perplexed Gargan states that:  

 

in Northern Ireland the feed-in tariff is 7.4p sterling per KwHr and that a further 
4.5p is paid for Renewable Obligations Certificates (ROCs) whereby the carbon 
credited is purchased for all energy produced by the wind turbine (including 
electricity used by the customers themselves).  

(Gargan, 2009) 
 

Even when one ignores the Renewable Obligations Certificates (ROCs) and only 

allows for a comparison through the exchange rate between sterling and euro, it is 

clear that wind energy producers in Northern Ireland enjoy a more favourable 

support structure than their counterparts south of the border. Table 5.8 below gives 

a more detailed breakdown of the Irish government’s feed-in tariffs across the 

board. In addition to the obligation on licensed electricity suppliers to purchase all 

renewable electricity supplied to the grid at these fixed rates, through the PPA 

system, the electricity consumer is also expected to bear some of the burden of 

investment through the continued application of PSO levies. First introduced in 

2003, the PSO levy has been annually revised by the Commission for Energy 

Regulation (CER) and its cost has fluctuated depending on the ability of the peat 

                                                       
64 The Single Electricity Market (SEM) came into being in 2007. It is jointly run by Eirgrid Plc in the 
Republic of Ireland and System Operator Northern Ireland (SONI Ltd) in Northern Ireland. The Eirgrid 
Group, which owns both Eirgrid Plc and SONI Ltd, controls the Single Electricity Market Operator 
(SEMO) and operates the SEM for the entire island of Ireland. 
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industry to maintain competitiveness in a given year. During the period from 2003 

to 2004 the PSO cross-subsidy for peat was four times that for wind (Douthwaite 

and Healy, 2005). The application of PSOs across multiple support structures for 

everything including the aviation industry, indigenous peat production and 

renewable energies, has created confusion as to its main purpose with some critics 

of wind energy claiming that it is subsidised artificially and therefore could not 

survive without the PSO. This however ignores the fact that the vast majority of the 

PSO levy is used annually to shore up losses in the peat-generated electricity sector 

(itself owned and operated by the ESB). 

 
Resource  Technology  Support level 

€cents/ kWh+  
Feed-in tariff or 
premium?  

Start 
year  

Duration [years an 
investor is entitled 
to support]  

hydro  small  7.2  feed-in tariff  2006  15 years  
wind  onshore  5.7-5.9  feed-in tariff  2006  15 years  
wind  offshore  14  feed in tariff  2006  15 years  
biomass  Landfill gas  7.0  feed-in tariff  2006  15 years  
biomass  solid  7.2  feed-in tariff  2006  15 years  
biomass  Anaerobic 

digestion 
(biogas)  

7.2  feed-in tariff  2006  15 years  

ocean offshore 22 feed-in tariff  2008  15 years  
CHP onshore 12 feed-in tariff  2008  15 years  

Table 5.8 Breakdown of Irish government feed-in tariffs (Source: EREC, 2009: 6). 
 

Throughout the course of this research numerous references to the PSO were made 

by anti-wind campaigners when justifying their contention that wind energy is 

unsustainable and uncompetitive. Douthwaite and Healy, writing in a 2005 report 

on behalf of FEASTA and Friends of the Irish Environment, have gone so far as to 

question the usefulness of PSOs altogether, since they are: 

 

essentially subsidies for employment creation and, probably as an 
afterthought, reducing Ireland's heavy dependence on imported fuel. 

(Douthwaite and Healy, 2005: 26) 
 

Despite reservations expressed by commentators such as Douthwaite and Healy, 

and given the government’s decision to abandon the AER competitions in favour of 

the REFIT scheme, the PSO Levy remains in place. In recent years the CER has 

calculated the levy to be so low, in relative terms, that the final payment for the 
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consumer was set to zero for both 2008 and 2009, which questions further its exact 

purpose.  

 

The REFIT scheme itself has been capped at 1,450MW of installed capacity for 

eligible wind farm proposals. This restriction has raised concerns with industry 

commentators given the amount of planning applications being processed at 

present is double that figure at over 3,000MW. Questions have also been raised 

regarding the eligibility of applicants to avail of the scheme once the cap has been 

reached and, coupled with the uncertainty of a guaranteed grid connection, it has 

been suggested that many applicants are facing an uncertain future once their 

planning application has been considered (IWEA, 2010). A spokesperson for the 

Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources (DCENR) has 

confirmed that plans are afoot to extend the scheme beyond the 1,450MW cap, but 

state-aid approval needs to first be sanctioned at EU level before the department 

can in turn approve this. The department’s spokesperson was not able to give a 

specific timeframe as to when this would happen.   

 

5.5 The Spatial Context: National Planning Policy towards Wind Power 
Given the importance of wind turbines as national strategic infrastructure and the 

multiple nuanced spatial factors one must consider when regulating their 

construction in accordance with the energy policy guidelines mentioned earlier, the 

relative complexity they engender becomes increasingly apparent. This is especially 

true when one considers the landscapes from which they harness the best wind 

regimes are frequently ones that: 

 

...society values the most, often with high cultural significance, important 
ecological niches and rare “wildness” qualities.  

(Ellis et al., 2009: 525) 
 

The government, therefore, as part of its overall renewable energy strategy has had 

to consider the planning policies needed to best suit the energy supports it was 

implementing, while at the same time maintain a continued precedence for 
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planning to ensure the spatial integrity of the landscapes within which the turbines 

were to be erected. Working with the Department of Communications, Energy and 

Natural Resources65 the then Department for Environment published its “Wind 

Farm Planning Guidelines”66,67 in 1996. This evolving document was to provide a 

roadmap for the planning departments within each local authority when dealing 

with the inevitable increase in planning applications for wind farms in the years 

ahead. It was also intended to help bring a degree of certainty to potential 

developers, who needed assurances that they were making a valid planning 

application in keeping with the guidelines.  The guidelines also made clear that the 

local authorities were now obliged to incorporate a policy position on renewable 

energy into all future development plans, especially with regards to their strategy 

towards wind energy development; going so far as to provide the preferred wording 

for such policy statements as follows:  

 

3.2 The policy statement should include the following: 
• acceptance of importance of wind energy as a renewable energy source when 
carried out in an environmentally acceptable manner. 
• an indication of the factors which would determine whether or not wind farm 
development would be open for consideration in a particular area. These would 
include: 

- whether an area has significant wind energy potential on the basis of 
the nature and extent of the wind resources in the area, 

- the suitability/strength of the grid and accessibility to it, - the 
suitability of the site, having regard to its other land use policies, 
including the need to protect areas of important built and natural 
heritage from inappropriate development, and 

                                                       
65 At the time the department was operating as the Department of Transport, Energy and 
Communications. 
66 It is also worth noting that while this document has been continually revised and updated since its 
publication, in order to accommodate changes in national renewable energy policy, advancements in 
wind turbine technology and modification of procedures to encourage wind energy at a local 
planning level, Kerry County Council continues to refer to it, along with the revised 2006 versions, in 
the planning guidelines section of its website. The updated 2006 Wind Energy Development 
Guidelines supersede the 1996 document as far as the Department of Environment is concerned. 
67 The Department of the Environment, as the ministry was referred to from 1977 to 1997, was 
headed at the time by Brendan Howlin, a Labour Party minister, who formed part of the so-called 
“Rainbow Coalition” government of Fine Gael, the Labour Party and Democratic Left. It held power 
between 1994 and 1997, which was a key period when much of the government strategy was being 
formulated in relation to renewable energy and national responses to anthropogenic Climate 
Change. The department adopted its present name of Environment, Heritage and Local Government 
in 2002. 
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- any other (local) planning considerations, including measures to 
minimise the impact of proposed wind farms in the local 
environment. 

(Department of the Environment, 1996: 5) 
 

These guidelines ensured that each local government was aligned to national policy, 

while at the same time leaving allowances for the local authorities to interpret the 

guidelines as they saw fit, in accordance with local circumstance. This has resulted 

in the rate of wind turbine deployment varying considerably across the country, 

since the guidelines were first introduced. This can be explained in part as 

dependent on the varying wind regimes present in the areas administered by the 

various local authorities. Notwithstanding, the corporate culture found within each 

organisation has also been a significant factor. A number of developers expressed 

the opinion that they saw the attitude towards wind farm applications range from 

professional detachment to open hostility, depending on the planning regime 

within each local authority. It was intimated that the degree of success a given wind 

farm proposal could enjoy was very often dependent on the level of expertise and 

knowledge that the assigned planner had in relation to the specifics of wind-related 

structures and the relationship these structures had with the landscape. At times, 

however, it has been suggested that an application was more often considered 

predominantly on the aesthetic values of key policy drivers within the specific local 

authorities involved. These aesthetic values in turn influenced a certain “cultural 

attitude” within organisations where subordinate members in charge of processing 

applications would be well aware of the chances for final acceptance and would act 

in accordance with those probable outcomes rather than take each application 

entirely on its own merits.   

 

It was not until the 2000 Planning and Development Act came into law that we 

begin to see all nationally applicable planning codes and regulations coming under 

the one piece of legislation. The Act brought together all previous post-1963 

planning laws, including those pertaining to major infrastructure such as wind 
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farms68. During the same year that this Act was brought into law the Renewable 

Energy Strategy Group (RESG) published A Strategy for Intensifying Wind Energy 

Deployment, which addressed in some detail the spatial planning considerations 

needed to promote wind energy deployment within the various local authorities. 

Chaired by John Fitz Gerald of the ESRI69 for the Department of Public Enterprise 

between 1999 and 2000, and subsequently written by the group’s facilitator Brian Ó 

Gallachóir, this report was commissioned partly in response to the government’s 

1999 Green Paper on Sustainable Energy. It made a number of key 

recommendations for the local authorities including a call to adopt a more “plan 

led” approach to the deployment of wind turbines in their respective jurisdictions. 

This process, it was suggested, should include: 

 

...identifying areas which are deemed suitable or unsuitable for wind energy 
development, under the following categories 
• Strategic areas – these key areas are deemed to be eminently suitable for 
wind farm development and should be reserved for such purposes. 
• Preferred areas – these areas are suitable for wind farm development and 
should normally be granted planning permission unless specific local planning 
circumstances would support a decision to refuse permission in the context of 
the development plan. 
• Areas open for consideration – applications for planning permission will be 
treated on their merits with the developer having a clear responsibility to 
demonstrate why the development should be granted permission. 
• No-go areas – these areas are identified as particularly unsuitable for wind 
farm development. 

(Renewable Energy Strategy Group, 2000: 9) 
 

These recommendations would go on to become the cornerstone of wind energy 

policy for local authorities across the country and is certainly true for Kerry County 

Council as one can see in its latest County Development Plan 2009-2015. Cork 

County Council in comparison adopted a slightly more nuanced approach to its own 

wind energy strategy, incorporating work it carried out on wind regimes in the 

                                                       
68 The Act would later be amended in 2006 under the Planning and Development (Strategic 
Infrastructure) Act, in order to streamline the consent procedures for major infrastructural projects, 
especially wind farms over a 50MW capacity. The Act gave An Bord Pleanála direct responsibility for 
deciding on such projects from the outset, thus bypassing the role the local authorities previously 
held. 
69 The Economic and Social Research Institute is a national, independent research body “that helps 
inform economic and social policymaking in Ireland” (ESRI, no date). 
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county into its policy framework. Both local authorities will be looked at in more 

detail in subsequent chapters. Another recommendation from the report related to 

the development of a national Wind Atlas70 for Ireland, which would provide a 

digital map of the richest wind energy resources on a county by county basis. 

Information regarding the electricity transmission and distribution network for the 

country, in relation to the most applicable wind resources, was also to be made 

available with the atlas. Funded through the EU’s ALTENER II Programme71 the 

Wind Atlas was launched in 2003 at the Fresh Air Wind Energy Conference in Sligo 

(SAEI, 2010) and disseminated to all local authorities within the state in an effort to 

guide them in developing their own wind energy strategies in forthcoming 

development plans. The Wind Atlas72 proved to be a strategically useful policy tool 

in this respect; however a planner working for Cork County Council at the time was 

somewhat disappointed with its level of detail, considering it to be well below what 

was needed to properly evaluate the site-specific merits of each planning 

application. This lack of appropriate detail did not stop what has been termed a 

“wind rush”, with planning applicants using the Wind Atlas as the standard 

reference for identifying areas which could be deemed suitable or unsuitable for 

wind energy development (Renewable Energy Strategy Group, 2000). 

 

Following on from the work carried out by the RESG in 2000, the government 

launched a consultation document Options for a Future Renewable Energy Policy, 

Targets and Programmes three years later in 2003. This document set out a number 

of sustainable resource targets for the electricity market and identified certain 

perceived barriers to achieving them. Contributors to the process ranged from 

academic researchers to wind industry companies such as Airtricity. One 

contributor, the CEO of the West Cork Leader Co-Op, had been aware of successive 

wind farm applications from previous AER competitions and saw a potential for 

concentrating development inland and away from the coastal areas of the county, 
                                                       
70 Commissioned by the precursor to the SEAI, the atlas was developed in joint partnership by the 
now defunct consultancy firm Truewind Inc and ESBI Engineering. 
71 ALTENER II, which operated between 1998 and 2002, funded research into renewable energy 
sources within the EU. It later became the Intelligent Energy - Europe programme. 
72 Essentially an expanded and updated version of the Ireland chapter in the 1989 European Wind 
Atlas (Watson, 1999). 
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which had traditionally seen the greatest infrastructural and investment supports. 

Stating that: 

 

An analysis of trends from successive censii in 1991, 1996 and 2002 illustrate 
starkly the difficulties that many areas, particularly within the hinterland of the 
towns of Macroom and Dunmanway, have had in diversifying the economic 
base. Conversely, while these areas have had difficulty in stimulating tourism 
and service sector activity, these areas are precisely those that offer 
opportunities for renewable energy production. The areas designated by Cork 
County Council as Strategic Search Areas suitable for wind farm development 
are located within this nexus.  

(Ian Dempsey, 2004) 
 

These contributions led to the establishment of the Renewable Energy 

Development Group (REDG)73, which was tasked with identifying a road map to 

deliver on the 2010 targets. In addition, a number of subgroups were also set up to 

contribute to the work of the REDG and culminated in the publication of the All-

island Energy Market: Renewable Electricity – A 2020 Vision in 2005, which mapped 

out an all-island strategy for the next fifteen years up to 2020 (SAEI, 2010). In 

keeping with intergovernmental commitments made as part of the Northern Ireland 

peace process the government, along with its counterparts north of the border, 

sought to consolidate the two electricity markets on the island of Ireland under one 

common “all-island” strategy to be led by the Joint Steering Group that had been 

appointed in 2003. These efforts resulted in the establishment of the Single 

Electricity Market (SEM), discussed on page 136, with the two Regulatory 

Authorities; the republic’s Commission for Energy Regulation (CER) and the 

Northern Ireland Authority for Utility Regulation (NIAUR), overseeing the joint 

venture operated under Eirgrid PLC and SONI Limited.  

 

This initiative did not change the spatial planning considerations for local authorities 

operating under either jurisdiction but it did bring an extra dimension to the 

contexts planners, especially those working in border counties, needed to consider 

when evaluating a given wind farm proposal. It also provided a template for six 

possible scenarios (or “portfolios” as referred to in Table 5.9, see below) that the 

                                                       
73 The Renewable Energy Strategy Group had since disbanded, having completed its 2000 report. 
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island of Ireland could take in fostering greater wind energy development. This 

report provided a number of useful insights into the joint thinking of policymakers 

from both jurisdictions on the island at that time. As we can see from table, wind 

power remains the most significant renewable energy source in all six 

scenarios/portfolios.  

 

 

A note of caution should be taken with regard to these figures, however. Speaking 

to an official intimately involved in producing the report, it has been suggested that 

while the figures relating to wind energy are perfectly reasonable74 those pertaining 

to both types of ocean energy are overly ambitious in the extreme. The figures used 

to calculate the estimates for both Ocean Tidal and Ocean Wave over all six 

portfolios/scenarios were in fact taken from an unproven technology source, which 

subsequently ran into all manner of difficulties when it was eventually trialled at its 

oceanic test site. These difficulties led to the eventual abandonment of that round 

of testing and the company promoting the technology had to go back to the 

                                                       
74 Albeit all calculations were done using only one type of wind turbine, which could not accurately 
reflect the level of complexity needed to get a more precise estimate. 

 Portfolio 1 Portfolio 2 Portfolio 3 Portfolio 4 Portfolio 5 Portfolio 6 

LFG 68 68 68 68 68 68 

Biogas 73 73 73 73 206 269 

Biomass 25 25 25 25 92 167 

Co-Firing 104 104 104 104 104 104 

Sewage Gas 4 4 4 4 4 16 

Ocean Tidal 70 70 70 70 200 200 

Ocean Wave 0 0 0 0 0 1400 

Wind 2000 4000 4000 4000 6000 8000 

Table 5.9 Table of renewable generation targets for 2020, in MWe, for the eight key renewable 
energy resources, identified in the All-island Energy Market: Renewable Electricity – A 2020 
Vision. Note that wind energy capacity is by far the greatest in all six portfolios/scenarios, with 
Portfolios 1 to 4 being easily achievable given the level wind farm applications going through 
the planning phase at present. Portfolios 5 and 6 are dependent on significantly greater 
financial supports in the years leading up to 2020 than have heretofore been realised, especially 
in relation to the potential rapid investment into Biogas, Biomass and the Ocean Tidal and 
Ocean Wave technologies that remain to be proven commercial opportunities. This table 
should be read in conjunction with Map 2, on page 161, which shows the geographic 
distribution of each portfolio/scenario and where the report sees the greatest development 
occurring for all the different technologies (Source: DCENR, 2008b: 6). 
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drawing board in order to address those failures. The official suggested that the 

emphasis on both forms of Ocean energy was highly aspirational and promoted on 

purely political grounds. Policymakers needed to be seen to champion the 

development of these new technologies, rather than it reflect any sort of proven 

commercial potential for the technologies at that time. Also, another note of 

caution needs to be highlighted here given, as we can see from Table 5.10, the bulk 

of wind energy capacity still remains in the grid or planning application stages. The 

majority of those applicants are unsigned and remain outside the REFIT scheme, 

and consequently are vulnerable to the European Commission’s decision on “state 

aid” (see page 138). The table refers to the total number of applicants across the 

three tranches of allocated capacity, Gates 1, 2 and 3 75. 

 

Category Capacity MWe 

Grid Connected/Operational 723 

Contracted with Grid 795 

Unsigned Grid Applicant 3241 

In Planning 949 

Total 5708 

Table 5.10 Table showing Ireland’s total wind energy capacity comprising of applicants 
currently connected/operational, contracted, unsigned or in planning. As they currently stand 
they are sufficient to meet the requirements for Portfolios 1, 2, 3 and 4 in Table 5.9 (Source: 
DCENR, 2008b: 8). 
 

Gate Size of Gate Criteria set All connection offers issued by 

Gate 1 373MW (34 applicants) 2004 2005 
Gate 2 1,321MW (121 applicants) 2006 2008 
Gate 3 3,000MW (151 applicants) 2008 2010 

Table 5.11 Timeframes for Gates 1, 2 and 3. Applicants for Gates 1 and 3 were selected along a 
chronological sequence of connection applications, while Gate 2 was based on a complex set of 
criteria including date of application, extensions, and system optimisation. When we compare 
the figures here to Table 5.10 we see that 1,014 MW lie outside the parameters of the Gate 
process, which is a concern for industry representatives such as the IWEA (Source: SEI, 2008: 
32). 
 

The report mapped out where it saw future, projected wind energy development in 

terms of the all-island power system, along spatially distributed regions of installed 

wind power capacity, again using the six portfolios/scenarios of projected wind 

                                                       
75 Gate refers to the Republic of Ireland’s Group Processing Approach (GPA) to renewable generator 
electricity grid connections. Each round has a set limit on the amount of installed capacity available.  
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capacity to 2020. The report’s authors divided the island into eleven onshore and 

ten offshore zones, as Map 2 below shows. Of the eleven onshore wind zones two 

incorporate the territory of Northern Ireland while the other nine are allocated to 

the Republic of Ireland.  

 

 

Map 2 Map showing the wind generation zones for installed wind capacity for the island of 
Ireland, dependent on six different wind portfolio scenarios to 2020. Note the greatest wind 
capacity in all six scenarios lie to the western regions of the island (Source: DCENR, 2008b: 9). 
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From the map we can see that the most important identified regions of the island 

lie to the south-west, west and north-west counties in the Republic of Ireland and 

the western counties of Derry, Tyrone and Fermanagh in Northern Ireland “in terms 

of potential wind penetration in selected zones of the island” (DCENR, 2008b: 9). 

The same official throws some interesting light on to the decision making processes 

that went into the creation of these particular zones as they appear on the map. It 

has been suggested that they are somewhat of an artificial creation, since the final 

decision on how the zones would appear rested with the steering committee over 

the report, rather than with the consultants who carried out the research. The 

decision on how those zones were to appear on the map were made by 

representatives from Eirgrid and its Northern Ireland counterpart SONI, who were 

both on the steering committee; and while there was an emphasis on maximising 

the overall strength of the two electricity grids it does suggest that political factors 

were integral to the decision making process. 

 

This departure into an all-island electricity network will have significant bearing on 

all counties in Ireland and the importance allocated to the south-west, west and 

north-western counties of the island is only set to increase in the future. Given the 

mixed levels of success thus far, due in large part to the decoupling of planning 

regulations and grid connection timelines (along with poor delivery of strategic 

infrastructure such as upgrading the national grid) it remains to be seen if these 

figures will ring true in 2020.  

 

5.6 Conclusions 
 

There is a common misconception that the era of EU funding opportunities for 
Ireland has now passed into history...In fact, Ireland...continues to benefit from 
access to a raft of funding opportunities, some of which are accessed on a 
national level and some available to innovative organisations pursuing 
initiatives that can demonstrate a ‘European’ angle. 

(Gingles, no date) 
 
This chapter has shown how the multi-level government structures of an EU 

member state have responded to policy initiatives from the supranational network. 
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It also concludes the first half of this thesis with an analysis of how turbulence 

develops in (supra)national and local policy flows. It began by looking at instances of 

turbulence at the supranational level, where concerns over energy security and 

climate change contributed to ideological conflicts over how best to meet those 

challenges. It then followed the policy chain to the national level and examined how 

Member States, in this case Ireland, incorporated many of the determinants for 

turbulence into its own energy and spatial strategies for wind, with often similar 

outcomes to those experienced at the supranational level.  

 

 The role geography has to play in our understanding of these processes can in its 

simplest terms be understood in relation to the regional responses to those wind 

energy strategies of national and supranational policy centres. While the AER 

competitions do not provide a complete picture of wind energy development at the 

time, since a significant number of projects went through the planning processes 

without ever being involved in these contests, analysis of the government’s evolving 

attitude to the competitions provides a useful insight into how policy was translated 

into action at national and then local levels.  

 

However, it should be noted that while the development of wind farms across the 

country has been somewhat sporadic to date, those counties that have gone on to 

embrace the technology have come under some criticism particularly in the pioneer 

counties of to Cork, Kerry and Donegal (The Irish Times, 2002; Donegal Democrat, 

2010). An important assessment comes from the NPWS, in its Blanket Bog 

Conservation Status Assessment Report (2008), which highlights that over 70% of 

the total number of wind farms in the country had been built on blanket bogs, 

including a large proportion in the three pioneer counties. In the report they 

observed that:  

 

on numerous occasions wind farms are located at the edge of designated sites 
that may have significant impacts on the status of blanket bog. Furthermore, 
wind farms have had serious impacts on undesignated blanket bogs and this is 
considered an increasing threat [and] by building on blanket bog (massive 
carbon stores) greenhouse gases are released to the atmosphere by direct 
degradation (excavation and removal of bog vegetation and peat, erosion or 
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peat slides) or by disruption of bog hydrology and capacity to form peat /store 
carbon). Thus, by impacting on carbon dynamics in peat soils in this way the 
construction of wind farms on blanket bog is likely to release greenhouse gases 
and impair the carbon sequestering function of the bog by impairing or causing 
the cessation of peat-formation. 

(NPWS, 2008: 14) 
 

Despite these concerns Kerry, Cork and Donegal will continue to be the most 

developed counties on the island in relation to built wind farms. The role that the 

NPWS has played in final planning permission decisions will be assessed in greater 

detail in the following three empirical chapters, most notably in Chapter Seven in 

relation to a specific wind farm proposal that would have impacted on a newly 

designated Natural Heritage Area (NHA). All three chapters will look at how EU and 

national wind energy policies were translated into local action in the main research 

area for this thesis, the regional southwest of Ireland. As they will show, these 

translations were not always successful and their significance can be determined by 

the fact that outcomes at the local level very nearly jeopardised Ireland’s efforts to 

fulfil its obligations to meet EU renewable energy targets. 
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Chapter Six 

Mobility and Turbulence in Response to New Policy 
Flows: Tarbert, County Kerry 

 

 

 

 

 

Many features of chaos are mirrored in turbulent flows and this has led some 
writers on chaos to use the words interchangeably. Both terms appear in 
ordinary language, where they do have an overlap of meaning, and both are 
used in scientific settings where they do not have generally accepted, precise 
definitions. Whether satisfactory definitions of these terms can be found 
before the subjects are better understood is not clear. But practitioners of both 
subjects can name the symptoms that should be present before a process can 
be considered to be chaotic or turbulent. 

(Spiegel, 1987: 87) 
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6.0 Introduction 
From the outset, a fundamental objective of this research has been to assess public 

policy as a system of flows, in order to understand how these multi-scalar mobile 

exchanges generate instances of resistance at the sites where policy is eventually 

implemented. These places can and do have very real impacts on the relative 

success or failure of a particular policy, and local perception and representation play 

key roles in the acceptance/rejection of wind turbine proliferation amongst the 

usually small rural communities contextualised within these flows. While 

resistances to wind power policy have usually been framed as NIMBYism, section 

3.4 has shown through the literature that local concerns have tended to be more 

nuanced than that rather pejorative assessment allows for. These communities are 

often seen as geographically isolated, however they are at the same time highly 

networked and socially engaged when it comes to responding to the perceived 

threat a proposed wind farm will have on their landscape. This chapter will look at 

one community’s experience, the north Kerry town of Tarbert. Situated near the 

mouth of the Shannon Estuary, Tarbert has a long-established historical experience 

of industrial-scale electricity utilities.  

 

 
Map 3 Overview Map of Tarbert Wind Farm proposal. The Case Study area appears in orange 
on the map. Note the presence of Beal 1 and 2 wind farms to the west of the study area (circles 
with capacities of 1.65MW and 2.55MW), which lie at the mouth of the Shannon Estuary and 
possess higher mean wind speeds than at Tarbert. 
 

Since the Tarbert planning proposal was part of the first wave of commercial wind 

farm applications for the country, much of what will be discussed in this chapter is 

historical in nature, though feelings have remained notably acute for some 

members of the community despite the years that have passed since the final 
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planning decision was concluded. Tarbert is an interesting case study for a number 

of reasons and is in many ways illustrative of the institutional and local community 

dynamics that can become polarised and quickly confrontational when a planning 

dispute intensifies and ultimately hardens public opinion into for or against 

positions that become difficult to renegotiate from once they are adopted. 

 

It also demonstrates how many local authorities were simply unprepared to 

adequately accommodate the new energy policies that the EU, in tandem with 

national government, was now advancing. Nor were they prepared for the near 

kinetic contests of opinion that the subsequent technology shift towards 

commercial wind energy would engendered amongst the local communities 

affected. Disputes around wind farms have in many ways shown that the rather 

simplistic, dualist notion of adopting an “either or” position when it comes to 

techno-environmental issues, the “ecocentric-anthropocentric’ continuum” 

Humphrey (2007) refers to, remains largely absent in contemporary highly 

networked, glocalised (Robertson, 1995; Khondker, 2004; Giulianotti and Robertson 

2007) communities that are expected to accommodate them. This chapter will show 

that disputes centred on wind farms are by no means straightforward instances of 

NIMBYism, though it can be a factor, but rather are an amalgamation of contested 

ideologies on place identity and place protective action (Devine-Wright, 2009), 

neighbour-orientated animosities and pragmatic responses to real and imagined 

threats that become essential discourses to the protagonists involved.  

 

6.1 Tarbert Wind Farm: a background to the proposal 
The local government response to the EU’s renewable energy policies, going back to 

the mid-1990s, has already been assessed in the previous chapter. Kerry County 

Council, the local authority responsible for the spatial planning concerns of Tarbert 

and north Kerry in general was somewhat of an early-adaptor to wind energy policy 

and is set to surpass Donegal in terms of the number of wind farms operating within 

its boundaries in the coming years to 2020 (Belfast Telegraph, 2010). It should also 

be noted that the period during which both Kerry and Cork were to decide upon 
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their first wind farm proposals corresponded with Ireland reaching the height of its 

recent economic boom, the so-called Celtic Tiger years, from the mid-1990s to the 

early 2000s. Also, considering the prevailing attitude of the time towards persistent 

racheting up of investment in strategic infrastructural projects, and given that the 

construction industry was now beginning to pervade all corners of Irish life, this is 

not an insignificant factor in its own right. 

 

While the increased self-confidence and economic “lift” experienced by many 

within Irish society at the time can be seen in a positive light, there was a certain 

degree of hubris or what Jeff Berman has described as a “develop at all costs” 

attitude that permeated certain sections of Irish society. Berman, a director of the 

wilderness advocacy organisation Colorado Wild, was criticising the plans of a Texas 

billionaire to construct a massive ski resort in a remote part of Colorado with all the 

inevitable environmental impacts that this development would have. This example 

provides a certain degree of correlation between Irish attitudes at the time and the 

Americanised notion of a “wind rush”, with developers involved in a dithyrambic 

scramble, both physically and rhetorically, to be part of this emerging “green” 

investment opportunity.  

 

The north Kerry town of Tarbert, a popular town-name along the western 

seaboards of Ireland and Scotland (Murphy, 2009), has long historical ties to the 

Shannon Estuary. This link to water and trade is reflected in its Gaelic name, An 

Tairbeart, which has its roots in the Norse word meaning “isthmus” or “draw-boat”; 

most likely referring to the shape of the narrow strip of land that links the island to 

the mainland. As one can see from the figures below, the landscape along the 

estuary is relatively flat with the slight undulating, patchwork-effect field-systems 

that predominant in much of rural Ireland. When observing the aerial photograph in 

Figure 6.1, one can see that the lands meeting the estuary, especially on Tarbert 

Island; have experienced the greatest level of industrial development. The tall 

chimney stacks that rise from the edge of the water in the middle of the photograph 

indicate the intense industrial development associated with the Endesa Electricity 

Power Station located on the island. 
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Figure 6.1 Aerial photograph of Tarbert Island, Co. Kerry. Note the ferry port to the left of the 
electricity power station in the centre foreground. This image highlights the disparate nature of 
development along the Shannon Estuary, with areas of intense industrial activity, the power 
station and ferry terminal in the foreground, interspersed into a largely rural mixed-use 
landscape (Source: © John Herriott). 
 

 
Figure 6.2 This photograph of Moneypoint, Ireland’s largest (and only coal-fired) power station, 
was taken onboard the Killimer/Tarbert Ferry. As in Figure 6.1 note the disparate nature of 
industrial development, with areas of intense industrial activity contrasting with the more rural 
land-use patterns found at the water’s edge (Source: © Copyright Warren Buckley, licensed for 
reuse under the Creative Commons Licence). 
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However the surrounding landscape has also been influenced. If one observes 

closely one can see the numerous electricity pylons starting from the Endesa 

Electricity Power Station that disappear into the middle-distance, suggesting the 

visual impact of wind turbines may not have been as severe here as in other less-

developed and less-populated parts of Cork and Kerry. Figure 6.2 offers an 

experiential view of the largest coal-fired power station in the country, at 

Moneypoint, as one would see it while traversing the estuary from Tarbert Island. 

The level of industrialisation here is hidden somewhat by the elevated riverbank but 

none the less it is a useful illustration of the type of heavy industrial development 

experienced along the estuary and the relationship it has with the surrounding 

landscape.   

 
 

6.2 The Institutional Dynamics of a Planning Application: Tarbert, a 
Case Study 
This atmosphere, which some commentators have referred to as a “wind-rush” 

(Mercer, 2003; Szarka, 2007) fostered a certain dynamic whereby both developers 

and local authority officials with varying levels of expertise were trying to come to 

terms with a somewhat unfamiliar energy technology that required institutional 

responses that individual planners were unable to provide on their own, especially 

during the early years of development. The proposal for Tarbert is one case in point.  

 

It is generally agreed amongst the participant interviewees that Tarbert began to 

receive attention for potential wind development after comments were made in the 

mid-1990s by a Kerry County Council official at a workshop held to review the local 

authority’s 1996 development plan. At this meeting he questioned why attention 

had not been shown before to more industrialised, “working” landscapes in the 

county like Tarbert. Whether this official’s comments were just throw away remarks 

at the end of the meeting, as one interviewee has suggested or something more 

substantial, they do appear in Fehily Timoney & Company’s76 planning application 

                                                       
76 This Cork-based planning consultancy firm is now one of the most experienced wind energy 
consultants in the country. 
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to the council, on behalf of Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd in 2001.  Fehily Timoney 

took the official’s comments from documents that came out of work carried out by 

Brian Ó Gallachóir titled the Workshop Report: The Development Plan as part of the 

council’s 1996 review process and is reproduced as follows:  

 

Derek Daly, 
Kerry County Council 

Why does development have to be in mountainous areas? 
What about more working landscapes, for example at 
Tarbert, Co. Kerry, which is an industrial site and which is 
believed to have quite a good wind regime and has a 200kv 
electrical connection? 

(Fehily Timoney, 2001: 10) 
 

While the question is a valid one, it also set in motion a chain of events which 

ultimately led to a quite acrimonious dispute over how lands in Tarbert were to be 

used. It should also be noted that while both Fehily Timoney and the later An Bord 

Pleanála report both recognised that the planning official’s comments bore no 

statutory weight in and of itself, it did still help to lend a sort of moral weight to the 

development, which Fehily Timoney were happy to use. Writing in 200377 on the 

state of Irish planning at the time, former president of the Irish Planning Institute, 

Ian Douglas, acknowledged the political aspect to planning in this country that can 

sometimes be forgotten: 

 

planning is not solely concerned with plan preparation, it is also part of a 
political process aiming to balance all relevant interests - public and private – 
and resolving conflicting demands on space, place and the environment. 

(Douglas, 2003) 
 

Douglas was referring to the abuse of Section 140 motions in his article, which 

involved elected members of some local authorities, when dealing with one-off 

rural housing planning applications, using Section 140 of the Local Government Act 

2001 to veto decisions made by members of the executive. Though not directly 

related to the planning decisions on wind energy installations, per se, it is a useful 

illustration of the political dynamics at play that can influence the final results of a 

given planning decision. It also helps to show how people’s perceptions of a 

                                                       
77 This article appears on the Construct Ireland website and can be accessed at 
http://constructireland.ie/articles/0206planing.php. 

http://constructireland.ie/articles/0206planing.php
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planning decision can be coloured by the wider political climate and how they 

understand the processes to work. The following two sections will address this in 

more detail. 

 

6.2.1 The Planning Application: Kerry County Council 

The original planning application was submitted to the planning department on 22nd 

February 2001 on behalf of Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd (TRE Ltd), in conjunction 

with Airtricity, TRE Ltd’s senior partner on the project. Due to the complex set of 

influences a spatial planning project may have on its environment such as roads, 

hydrology, atmospheric pollution, archaeological disturbance, to name but a few, 

numerous government bodies needed to be consulted. About three weeks after the 

initial submission the planning authority received a letter from the National Roads 

Authority stating that they had no problem with the proposal as there wasn’t any 

need to carry out work on the public road network around Tarbert in order to 

facilitate the development. The Department of Public Enterprise, now the 

Department of Transport, also submitted a letter to the local authority through its 

Renewable Energy Division welcoming any renewable energy project which would 

contribute to a lessening of our dependence on fossil fuels in the production of 

electricity. While they had no comment to make on this specific case, they were still 

endorsing it as an example of national policy. Dúchas, the now defunct state 

heritage service, also communicated its expectation that an archaeologist would 

need to be present throughout the construction-phase of the development, in 

keeping with legislation. 

 

Following on from these communications, and work carried out in its own offices, 

the planning authority requested further information from the applicant in April 

2001, including: 

 

• Additional photomontages including numbering of the individual 
turbines. 

• A site layout plan indicating the location of the national grid line and all 
masts/lines and the proposed connection to same. 

• Further detail of the impact of shadow flicker/movement on the 
individual dwellings in the vicinity. 
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• Further noise surveys are requested in the vicinity of the western 
environs of the town. 

• The applicant is to liaise with the providers of MMDS78 suppliers to 
request the precise details of transmission frequencies on any 
proposed interference. The applicant is also requested to elaborate on 
how the proposal will be integrated with any future industrial 
developments in the locality. 

• The applicant is asked to comment on whether or not the proposal 
would interfere with navigational signals in the area. 

(An Bord Pleanála, 2002: 8) 
 

On the same day, 19th April 2001, as the request for further information was sent to 

the applicant, the planning department received a letter from Clare County Council 

expressing concern over the visual impact some of the more elevated turbines to 

the south and west of the development would have on scenic routes, which that 

county had designated in its Development Plan 1999. In a pre-planning meeting 

with Clare County Council, it had already been agreed that the linear configuration 

of the turbines, positioned in line with the estuary, would help to mask the existing 

electricity pylons already present near the site.   

 

Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd/Airtricity responded to the local authority’s request 

in June of that year, providing all the information called for, including an updated 

Site Layout Plan and more photomontages of the proposed development. They also 

added an additional table indicating the number of houses that would be affected 

by the shadow flicker created as the turbine blades rotated at certain times of the 

year. The applicant also carried out a number of noise pollution surveys at Tarbert 

National School, which was estimated to be roughly seven hundred metres from the 

nearest turbine and would feature in later protests against the development. It was 

estimated that the presence of the turbines in the locality would add an additional 

two decibels to the general background noise of the school, which the inspector’s 

report from An Bord Pleanála concluded would not have caused great concern or be 

legitimate grounds for complaint. Special emphasis was given to any likely affect 

noise from the turbines may have on the ability of teachers to conduct their classes 

                                                       
78 MMDS (Multichannel Multipoint Distribution Service), now referred to as Business Radio Service 
(BRS), is the type of wireless telecommunications companies such as UPC (see p186) use to transmit 
their television and broadband services in Ireland. 
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inside the school building and was also deemed inadmissible. These findings 

however would later be disputed by those opposed to the development. 

 

In addition to noise, the impact the turbines may have on television signals in the 

area was also looked at, with Chorus Cablelink (now rebranded as UPC) concluding 

that while the development would not directly disturb the workings of its 

transmission system a number of homes to the east of the development, facing 

Tarbert Island, may experience problems with reception once the turbines were 

constructed. The controversy around the interruption to television signals by wind 

turbines has rumbled on in Cork and Kerry for a number of years culminating in RTÉ, 

the state television and radio broadcaster, deciding in 2007 to seek planning 

permission to increase the mast height of its transmitter at Mullaghanish by an 

additional fifty metres (Irish Examiner, 2007), which they claimed was directly 

attributable to the construction of upland wind farms in the region. 

 

Another interesting contribution was made by the Shannon Foynes Port Company79, 

which runs the second largest port operation in the country. They concluded that 

while they did not see any interference occurring to navigational signals in the 

estuary, they reserved their position on what influence the proposed wind farm 

would have on any future development of a deep sea port in the area. Given that 

the planning application indicated that any future industrial development would 

increase the roughness of the terrain around the wind farm, and as a consequence 

reduce wind efficiency and the subsequent energy yield, it is no surprise that 

Shannon Foynes Port Company would have some concern for the wind farm’s 

influence on future developments in the area. 

 

Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd/Airtricity also submitted details to the council 

regarding the financial support they had secured for the project, including EU 

THERMIE80 funding for six out of a total of twenty three turbines. Part of the 

                                                       
79 See http://www.sfpc.ie/  
80 This shows the often considerable time-delay between the proposal stages and drawdown of 
funding for early wind farm projects. The JOULE/THERMIE Programme ran from 1994 to 1998 and 

http://www.sfpc.ie/
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conditions for this funding was that the turbines were to be arrayed in a hexagonal 

formation with three of the THERMIE-funded turbines standing at a greater height 

to the other three. Arrayed in this way it was seen to be taking up the minimum 

spatial footprint and at the same time maximising energy efficiencies. This funding 

was also significant in that it provided an opportunity for local people to invest in 

the project; an achievement, in and of itself, given the prohibitive costs associated 

with developing a wind farm in Ireland.    

 

 

The applicant submitted two further amendments to the proposal in September 

and October indicating the overall number of turbines was to be reduced to twenty 

installations, though all of the THERMIE-funded turbines were to remain. Changes 

were also made to the hub height of a number of turbines. A total of seven turbines 

on the eastern coastline were to be eighty metres in height, while the six turbines 

                                                                                                                                                          
was set up to encourage research and technological development into cleaner fossil fuels and 
renewable energy within the EU. Its aim was to encourage the sustainable development of useful 
local energy sources within a decentralised context. Partnerships were encouraged between 
universities, energy producers and users in an effort to foster greater social cohesion. The website 
for this programme is now unavailable but further information can be obtained at 
http://www.biomatnet.org/secure/Ec/S471.htm  

Map 5 Map of the Tarbert Wind Farm proposal. Note the twenty three turbines to be situated 
along the shores of the Shannon Estuary, all serviced by the one road looping around the site.  
While the turbines would have been in close proximity to the Endessa power station they would 
have prevented possible future development of a deep sea port as put forward by the protesters. 

http://www.biomatnet.org/secure/Ec/S471.htm
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situated in the western portion of the site were to be seventy metres, in an effort to 

address Clare County Council’s concerns. The remaining seven turbines were to 

have a hub height of sixty metres and would be located in the middle and the 

elevated lands in the eastern section of the site. The applicant also made some 

minor changes to the positioning of two of the THERMIE-funded turbines and one of 

the other turbines in the project. 

 

Less than nine months after the initial submission, Kerry County Council decided 

against the proposal and refused planning permission on the 8th November 2001, 

citing three reasons for its decision. These reasons were reproduced in the 

Inspector’s report from An Bord Pleanála and are reproduced below: 

 

1. The proposed development by nature of its location, the size and number of 
structures and its visibility from the tourist route would be seriously injurious 
to the visual amenity of the area and therefore would not be in accordance 
with the proper planning and development of the area. 
2. Proposed structures by virtue of their proximity to the boundaries of the 
development would seriously injure the amenities and depreciate the value of 
property of adjoining land owners due to visual intrusion and noise arising from 
the development. The proposed development would, therefore be contrary to 
the proper planning and development of the area. 
3. The proposed development is premature pending the completion and 
adoption by the Planning Authority of a wind farm development policy for the 
county. 

(An Bord Pleanála, 2002: 10) 
 

Planning permission was granted however for the erection of a forty metre pole-

mounted wind measuring instrument (file no. 003323) to be sited on Tarbert Hill, 

which helped encourage Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd to appeal the local 

authority’s decision to An Bord Pleanála. 

 

6.2.2 The Planning Appeal: An Bord Pleanála 

The failure of Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd and Airtricity to obtain planning 

permission would have effectively ended the project unless they felt that they had 

grounds to appeal the decision to An Bord Pleanála (ABP), which they duly did. 

Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd was on the applicant name of the Inspector’s report 

but essentially it was Airtricity that would be driving the appeal. Moving quite 
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rapidly following the planning authority’s decision, another planning consultancy 

firm was hired to represent the company, Brian Meehan and Associates81, and an 

appeal was submitted to ABP on the 7th December 2001. Much of the original 

material submitted in the planning application to Kerry County Council was re-

submitted as part of the new appeal. The number of turbines increased back to its 

original twenty three with great emphasis being placed on the fact that the appeal 

site was very specifically highlighted in Kerry’s 1996 Development Plan as being 

zoned for industrial use only, along with other development plans prior to 1996. It 

also mentioned that planning permission had been granted as far back as 1983 for 

an oil refinery on some of the lands that made up the wind farm proposal, long 

before the Council decided to include the road bounding the southern lands of the 

site (the L1010) as a tourist route in the latest Development Plan. If anything, it was 

argued, precedence should go with earlier decisions for the site. It was also argued 

that in any case the majority of the tourist route was screened from the proposed 

development by Tarbert Hill. It was also highlighted that in allowing for planning 

permission for the wind measuring mast, ABP acknowledged that there were no 

tourist amenities present on the site. So as the appellant saw it, Kerry County 

Council’s first reason for refusal could not stand up, as it was clear that the site was 

only fit for industrial use and the presence of a wind farm would in fact enhance 

local industrial development since it would provide a substation along with the 

electricity generated for the type of energy-intensive activities such industries 

would demand.  

 

Meehan and Associates more or less ignored the issue of land values as stated in 

Kerry County Council’s second reason for refusal and instead focused on the issue of 

noise that was also raised here. Referring to the detailed work carried out in the 

Environmental Impact Statement (EIS), and other submissions in the original 

application, the appellant stressed to ABP that the results of their research showed 

that noise levels were well within the guidelines and that Kerry County Council had 

no basis to refuse on the grounds of noise in relation to the development. 

                                                       
81 Efforts were made to speak with Brian Meehan, who handled the case on behalf of Tarbert 
Renewable Energy Ltd, but he has unfortunately since passed away.  
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The appellant also challenged the local authority’s third reason to refuse, relating to 

the prematurity of the project “pending the completion and adoption by the 

Planning Authority of a wind farm development policy for the county” (An Bord 

Pleanála, 2002: 10). Since the site was already designated for industrial use in the 

Development Plan and planning permission had already been granted for 

industrial/energy use in the past, and with wind energy falling into both categories 

the issue was already closed as far as they were concerned. The appellant also 

mentioned Derek Daly’s comments in the appeal, which were acknowledged in the 

Inspector’s report as helping to indicate the suitability of Tarbert for wind energy 

development. They also referred to the fact that their venture was in line with 

national policy for promoting the development of renewable energies and 

highlighted that the strength of the project on logistical grounds alone made sense 

since the short proximity of the wind farm and substation to the national grid and 

the relative ease with which linkages could be made to the existing power station 

also strengthened their case.    

 

An Bord Pleanála received twenty three submissions against the appeal from a 

number of third party observers including twenty one individuals and Tarbert 

Development Association. A submission in favour of the appeal was also submitted 

by the Tarbert Industrial Development Support Group, which was set up as a local 

response to the protests against the proposal. Brian Meehan and Associates reacted 

to two of the observations made against the appeal challenging opposition claims 

that there was no support for the project within the community around Tarbert and 

referred to its own public consultation documents that were attached to its 

submission. It also restated the fact that the land was already designated as zoned 

industrial and that ABP had already granted planning permission for a wind 

measuring mast near the site, further strengthening their case for development. 

 

Drawing from a number of key documents at the time An Bord Pleanála provided a 

detailed analysis in its assessment of the appeal; addressing seventeen issues that 

were raised during the application; including wind farm policy, zoning, planning 



165 
 

history, visual impact, noise and concerns about shadow flicker. It also referred to 

the Department of the Environment’s wind farm guidelines for the country’s 

planning authorities, Wind Farm Development 1996, as well as the Irish Planning 

Institute’s 1995 planning guidelines for wind energy to set the context within which 

this appeal was to be considered. Referring to sections 10.7 and 11.4 of the Kerry 

County Development Plan 1996 the An Bord Pleanála Inspector agreed with the 

appellant that the land was indeed designated for industrial use. He also noted that 

Kerry County Council had at that time recently published a draft document of its 

renewable energy policy for the county, in which wind was to play a significant role. 

In it, the local authority categorised four different land-types found within the 

county which would be used in its assessment for the appropriateness of a given 

wind farm application. They were: 

 

1. Strategic areas: areas deemed eminently suitable for wind farm development 
and reserved for such purposes. Further analysis is required to define strategic 
areas. 
2. Preferred areas: Areas suitable for wind farm development that should be 
granted planning permission unless specific local planning circumstances 
support a decision to refuse. 
3. Areas open for consideration: Applications treated on their merits where the 
onus is on the developer to demonstrate why the development should be 
granted planning permission. Such areas require a site by site appraisal before 
any assumptions are to be made as to this suitability of the area for such 
development. 
4. No go areas: These are areas that are identified as particularly unsuitable for 
wind farm development. 

(An Bord Pleanála, 2002: 18-19) 
 

According to the Inspector it was clear that the appeal fell within the third category: 

“open to consideration”. He agreed that the proposal: 

 

is in accordance with the government policy to facilitate the development of 
wind farms as a source of sustainable and renewable energy and that the 
existing site has many inherent advantages including (a) close proximity to the 
existing power station at Tarbert (b) the site is located outside a scenic area as 
designated in the Development Plan and has a number of large structures in 
close proximity including the proliferation of electricity pylons which would in 
my opinion lessen the impact of the turbines from a visual point of view. And 
(c) the site has a good wind energy regime on low lying land. 

(An Bord Pleanála, 2002: 28) 
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However the Inspector also considered that the number and layout of turbines 

would cause “visual clutter” and recommended the turbines should be moved 

further away from the village and kept more in line to the coast. This would involve 

a separate planning application being submitted to address this since the 

alternations were material in nature. He concluded by agreeing with Kerry County 

Council on the following two points: 

 

• The proposed wind turbines by reason of the proximity to residential 
development and the village of Tarbert would seriously injure the 
amenities and depreciate the value of property of residential dwellings 
in the vicinity due to visual intrusion and excessive noise arising from 
the proposed development. The proposed development would 
therefore be contrary to the proper planning and development of the 
area. 

• The proposed wind farm development is premature pending the 
completion and adoption by the Planning Authority of “Renewable 
Energy Policy, a draft policy for Co. Kerry”. 

(An Bord Pleanála, 2002: 29) 
 

Despite their own inspector recommending that the local authority decision be 

upheld, the Board met on 25th June 2002 and decided to grant planning permission 

subject to thirteen conditions, which were mainly “in the interest of the visual 

amenity” or to do with ensuring that the development would be properly 

dismantled at the end of its lifecycle. The grounds for allowing the development to 

go ahead were set out as follows: 

 

In arriving at our unanimous decision, the Board had regard to the zoning and 
history of the site, Government policy on wind farms as a source of sustainable 
and renewable energy, the inherent advantages of the site, the layout of the 
site, the statement of the Inspector that the Board should give cognisance in its 
decision to the fact that the site is not located in an area of prime or secondary 
amenity. 

(Swift, 2002: 1) 
 

The fact that the board did not follow the advice of its own inspector was not 

entirely lost on those who had campaigned against the project. This will be 

developed in more detail later in this chapter.  Before this, however, since one now 

has an understanding of the dynamics of the planning application and the 

experiences as demonstrated at official level, it will be useful to know what it was 
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like for the local people who had tried to develop the project and who were at the 

forefront of the planning application. 

 

6.3 Tarbert: Integrating the Community into the Wind Energy 
Development 
With a population of less than one thousand people and located at the mouth of 

the Shannon Estuary this small community has been heavily dependent on the local 

power station82 as source of employment since 1964. At its height, in the 1980s, the 

plant employed two hundred and ninety people, many of them residing locally 

(Nolan, 2009).   However as the plant began to decline its future was continually put 

into question up until January 2009 when it was purchased from the ESB. As 

recently as 2009 with a workforce of ninety people its new owners, Endesa Ireland, 

again initiated talks to reduce this number to fifty (Lucey, 2009). It was out of this 

constant threat of closure in the 1990s and 2000s, and in an effort to find an 

alternative employment source to the unreliable monopoly of the power plant, that 

a number of local business people began to look at wind power as a possible option, 

especially given the comments made by the Kerry County Council official at the 

time. From around the mid-1990s onwards wind power had increasingly come to be 

seen by some within the local authority as a viable development opportunity for 

depressed local economies, with healthy wind regimes, and Tarbert possessed 

many of the characteristics suitable for such a development.   

 

                                                       
82 The 590MW oil-fired power station was originally built in 1964 and is currently owned by Spanish 
energy giant Endesa. Its subsidiary, Endesa Ireland, intends to build a new open cycle gas turbine 
(OCGT) facility beside the existing plant by 2012. In 2009 Endesa disclosed that they intended to 
build the new power plant on the site of the existing power station. Permission from An Bord 
Pleanála was subsequently granted in December 2010 with an estimated 500 employed at the 
construction phase of the development alone (Lucey, 2010a). While An Taisce questioned the need 
for the project in light of the increased carbon emissions involved with the development, Tarbert 
Development Association welcomed it. A caveat for the permission as laid down by An Bord 
Pleanála, and similar to many wind farm projects, is the setting up of a community gain fund for the 
local community. Totalling €200,000 and comprising of four annual instalments of €50,000 each, the 
monies are to be managed by an agreed committee comprising of members of the local community 
in Tarbert and representatives of Kerry County Council and Endesa. Drawdown of the money will 
commence as soon as construction starts on the project (Lucey, 2010b).  
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At the same time a key company to emerge out of the burgeoning Irish wind energy 

sector was Airtricity83. Set up by a former ESB employee, Eddie O’Connor, Airtricity 

was involved in a number of wind farm proposals at the time, of which those in 

counties Donegal, Cavan, Sligo and Wexford were successful. The business model it 

adopted for its proposal for Tarbert was unusual in the provision it made for three 

community-owned turbines as part of the initial planning proposal for the project. 

Finbar Tymon, a project manager for the company, set up Tarbert Renewable 

Energy Ltd (TRE Ltd)84, with the aid of a number of local business people, who acted 

as local representatives for the project; they included Michael Lanigan, Pat Kelleher 

and Michael Hounihan.  

 

Interviews with two of the three local representatives involved have provided some 

interesting insights into how people often become involved in business projects in 

this country. Pat Kelleher, for example, is not originally from the area. He moved to 

Tarbert with his wife, who was from the area, and set up a retail business in the 

town, a local supermarket. Of the three, he appears to have had the greatest 

involvement in the proposal, becoming part of the project after talking to his wife’s 

cousin who was a project manager with Airtricity and saw it as an opportunity to 

encourage industrial development in the local community. He was aware that 

planning permission had been given for an oil refinery on the lands that would 

eventually become part of the planning application at one point in time (estimating 

it to be about 30-40 years ago) and saw the wind farm as a natural addition to 

efforts to develop the area. He cited three reasons for his involvement as follows: 

the participation of his wife’s relation; a potential investment opportunity; and the 

positive spin-offs for his own business resulting from the increased spending that 

the extra employment it would generate. It was Mr Kelleher who approached two 

of his friends from Tarbert to become involved in the project. He was not keen to 

release their details however; as he felt that he’d rather not involve them again, 
                                                       
83 Founded in 1997, it adapted the name Airtricity, from the original “Eirtricity”, in 2002 to reflect the 
strong international element to its business. After it was purchased by Scottish and Southern Energy 
plc in 2008 the renewable energy division of the company has been rebranded as “SSE Renewables”, 
commencing 1st January 2010 (Cooke, 2010). 
84 Set up as a single member private company limited by shares, the current status of the company is 
that it has been “dissolved” (Vision-net.ie, no date).  
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even in an analysis of past events, given the bad feelings that had been brought up 

at the time. 

 

Mr Kelleher was convinced, as were his colleagues, of the merits of the project 

particularly in relation to the potential benefits for the town. Initially there were 

plans for one percent of the income generated by the wind farm, approximately 

€40,000 per annum, to go directly to the local community. A company would have 

to be set up to administer the funds, dividing it between the various local 

organisations including, amongst others, the local branch of the Gaelic Athletic 

Association and senior citizens groups, though neither Mr Kelleher nor any of his 

associates had any interest in administering these monies. With the community-

owned turbines as their main focus, work began on developing the site to see if it 

was feasible for a wind farm. As Mr Kelleher remembers it, they initially decided the 

site would be best suited to a space saving design whereby six turbines in total 

would be sited in a circular formation, with three turbines higher than the other 

three, thus maximising the wind yield from a small amount of space. At the initial 

stages of the project there was EU funding made available, though he could not 

remember the name of the funding body, and investment opportunities were open 

to the local community for a limited timescale, starting at €1000. They estimated 

that investors who bought into the project at such an early stage would easily see a 

100% return on their investment, post-construction. 

 

They decided to use work already started on another planning application in 

Tournafulla85 Co. Limerick as a template that could be applied in Tarbert. Airtricity, 

through its subsidiary Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd. organised an Open Day after 

first approaching other local business people in the area. The Open Day was well 

attended with people coming to see what the proposal was all about, since wind 

farms were still relatively novel at the time. There was a video, miniature turbines 

on display and information on the grants available for the project. Mr Kelleher was 

                                                       
85 Though this Airtricity wind farm was only completed in 2006 (Phase 1) and 2008 (Phase 2) work on 
its planning application had already begun prior to the planning application in Tarbert (Tynom, 
2010).  
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also invited as a local representative for the project and was simply there to tell 

other locals of their visit to the wind farm project in Tournafulla. It was around this 

time however that he claims to have seen some suspicion on the part of a number 

of locals as to the motives behind his and his associates’ involvement in the 

proposal. He felt that there was a suspicion that the triumvirate of local 

representatives were about to make a lot of money from the proposal at the 

expense of the rest of the community. He and his associates tried to allay these 

fears by assuring those who attended that they had not received any payment from 

Airtricity and would be investing in the project like everybody else in the village 

under the mechanisms they were helping to set up. Under these mechanisms the 

community had the opportunity to attain up to fifty percent ownership of the 

project through the shares option that would in turn be matched with EU funding of 

between €500,000 and €1million.  

 

These fears were not allayed however and an increasing number of local people 

began to question the project. Michael Lanigan, another local representative and 

Chairperson of Tarbert Development Association (TDA) at the time when the 

proposal was first mooted, was forced to resign from his position within the 

association. He claims he was essentially pushed out and that the stance of TDA 

shifted from one of support for the wind farm to adopting a stridently anti-wind 

platform. TDA went on to lead the campaign against the project. Mr Lanigan states 

that he too saw the wind farm as an opportunity to bring much-needed jobs into 

the area, both in the construction phase and to a lesser degree in turbine 

maintenance once they were built. Though somewhat circumspect about events at 

the time Mr Lanigan did outline his role within the project’s development and how 

it was received more generally within the community. As a local representative for 

the project he was not a member of Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd but it was his 

understanding that for supporting the project he would be entitled to shares in the 

community-owned turbines once the wind farm was operational. Admitting that the 

proposal caused some “very bad blood in the village at the time” he claims that 

most of the people involved, both for and against, are now on friendly terms; 
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though there is still one individual who will not speak to him. He has since been 

invited back onto the TDA but has decided to remain outside for the time being. 

 

Mr Kelleher suggested that he felt that maybe one of the reasons why the dispute 

escalated so far was in reaction to a past quarrel one of his associates had with 

some of those opposed to the proposal. He would not elaborate any further as to 

what those animosities may have been, but given the close community ties found 

within the area it is not entirely hard to believe that personal animosities may have 

had some role to play in the dispute.  

 

As Airtricity’s involvement became more apparent, coupled with the addition of 

another seventeen turbines86 to the planning application, it became evident that a 

further three landowners would have to become part of the project, along with 

those who owned lands on the original site87. As stated previously, the proposed 

land was designated industrial with no infrastructure and plenty of room for other 

developments to be incorporated into the site. Both Mr Kelleher and Mr Lanigan 

stated that the majority of land proposed for the development was not the same 

land designated for maritime industrial development, as claimed by the anti-wind 

campaigners later in section 6.4:  

 

to be honest, the area where the land was proposed near Ballylongford, where 
LNG is now,  the proposed turbines would have occupied a separate pocket of 
land to the deep-sea port. The turbine land was designated industrial as well 
but most of it was privately owned by an energy company, Shell I think it was. 
Airtricity approached them privately; we had nothing to do with that. 

(Kelleher, 2009, Interview with author) 
 

The issue about whether the proposed development was zoned for industrial use or 

not, did go on to form a significant part of the campaign against the proposal. 

Added to this were various rumours as to the affects such a development would 

have on local employment. Finbar Tymon, Airtricity’s project officer and the 

                                                       
86 These would be solely-owned by Airtricity. 
87 With industrial development projects being mooted for this part of the Shannon Estuary going 
back to the 1950s, all the lands west of the power station have been privately owned, mostly on back 
of the possible investment potential they offer.  
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company’s representative in Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd, identified one 

particular rumour that he was never able to dispel despite great effort on his part; 

that the siting of a wind farm would sound the death knell for the ESB power plant. 

Mr Lanigan also referred to another rumour he identified coming from ESB workers 

at the plant, in which they suggested in a private capacity that wind power would 

bring about the eventual end of traditional electricity production in Ireland and the 

ESB as it was then configured.  

 
As efforts from the anti-wind farm campaign heated up, there is a broad consensus 

from those in favour of the proposal that Kerry County Council’s eventual decision 

was heavily influenced by political pressure brought to bear on the local authority:  

 
I think the council turned down the proposal because they wanted to “kick it to 
touch” and let An Bord Pleanála deal with it. They didn’t want to have to make 
a decision that might influence election outcomes the upcoming year. Local 
politicians would have been getting phones calls from the protesters and would 
be less than happy to get involved. 

(Kelleher, 2009, Interview with author) 
 
Kerry County Council’s decision was also unprecedented in a number of ways 

according to Finbar Tymon, who has suggested that it was the first time a local 

authority did not defend a planning decision they made on appeal to An Bord 

Pleanála. Usually the local authority would have a number of comments to make 

about the proposed planning application when a decision was appealed to An Bord 

Pleanála, but they chose not to do so in this instance. Those who were in favour of 

the project saw this as a signal to An Bord Pleanála that they were not against the 

application per se despite the judgement made against it. Kelleher (2009) concurred 

with this sentiment stating that “if the local authority observations provide no 

response on their part to a proposal it’s almost taken as a given that they approve 

of it”. In fact: 

 
New ground was broken [nationally] with that decision. Kerry County Council 
just sent all the documents to An Bord Pleanála with no comment. We were 
told off the record that right up to a very advanced stage in the process they 
were in favour of the proposal, but in the end there was too much pressure 
from political sources imposed upon them. 

(Tymon, 2010, Interview with author) 
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Considering the costs involved and the often protracted nature of the planning 

process in the opinion of those who were in favour of the proposal, it is not 

surprising that they take a somewhat jaundiced view of local authorities when 

dealing with large-scale energy infrastructural projects like wind farms. Kelleher 

reasoned from this that: 

 

I don’t think local authorities should be involved in decision making, though the 
model they’ve adopted now [with An Bord Pleanála being responsible for larger 
turbine developments from the start] makes more sense. They [the local 
authorities] are compromised in some ways due to the local councillors’ 
involvement, just like the masts for the telephones or one-off housing. The 
councillors getting it in the neck to do something about it and if they want to 
get back in they do their best to sort out the “problem”. 

(Kelleher, 2009, Interview with author) 
 

Despite broadly agreeing with each other on most aspects of the planning 

application, Kelleher and Lanigan do seem to differ as to why the project was never 

completed despite finally getting planning permission from ABP. Lanigan suggested 

that the main reason the planning permission lapsed was due to complications in 

the purchasing of the land for the site, whereby it was discovered that after they 

had gone through the whole planning process they realised one landowner had not 

actually signed over agreements to use his lands for the wind farm. He also claimed 

that this one land owner held out from committing to the project until it was no 

longer feasible. Kelleher, on the other hand, has a different understanding as to 

why the project ultimately failed, stating that he believed the excessive costs that 

would have been incurred in providing a grid connection to the development 

proved to be its downfall. The second explanation is reiterated by Finbar Tymon 

who also agreed that the costs for a grid connection made the project economically 

unsustainable. Such varying explanations can be partly explained by the passage of 

time and how much each man has chosen to remember of the project. Also, it is still 

the case that both Kelleher and Lanigan came to be seen as the local face for the 

proposal and because of this both men remain somewhat “allergic to committees” 

(Kelleher, 2009) and to wind farm developments to this day. Despite both men 



174 
 

conveying that the experience was ultimately a somewhat negative one, Kelleher 

concluded his interview on an upbeat if qualified note, stating that: 

 

I think wind farms are a brilliant idea for farming communities like in Holland 
with their net metering system and the like...everything is very slow in this 
country and definitely more inclined towards big business. A community wind 
farm like ours is not always feasible. I did waste a lot of time on this and don’t 
really get involved in wind farm projects anymore, but I did help two farmers in 
Limerick with the planning permission, out in Ashford and Ballock. They’re 
eligible for Gate3, though they are small turbines. I bought a software package 
and learned from scratch how to use it. I was quite pleased about that.  

(Kelleher, 2009, Interview with author) 
 

6.4 Save Our Future Jobs: Boycott and Other Strategies against 
Development 
The “can do” attitude, expressed in Pat Kelleher’s previous statement and found in 

many within the wind energy industry, can also be identified in those who oppose 

such developments. The level of commitment needed to sustain a concerted 

campaign against a proposed development is not inconsiderable, even when one 

excludes the financial costs. Mary O’Connell, who was the Public Relations Officer 

(PRO) for the Action Against Wind Group (AAWG) during the protest, alluded to this 

in her interview.  Following on from the Extraordinary General Meeting (EGM) and 

the forced resignation of Michael Lanigan as chairperson of Tarbert Development 

Association, the new personnel formed a sub-committee, the Action Against Wind 

Group (AAWG), to focus exclusively on coordinating the protest against the wind 

farm proposal. O’Connell talked of the countless hours spent in meetings that 

needed to be held and the steep learning curve that all members experienced, 

particularly at the initial stages of the protest, while at the same time trying to hold 

down full-time jobs and care for families. Consultations had to be held with other 

opposition groups at the time, in Clare and south Kerry; planning law needed to be 

studied; and all the information provided by Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd in their 

planning application had to be examined. Each member of the sub-committee was 

assigned a specific task, as the need arose.  The flexible attitude of those on the 

sub-committee, harnessed within a structured framework provided by the 
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development association itself, allowed it the space to formulate its strategies. John 

Fox, current PRO of Tarbert Development Association, stated that:  

 

The main focus of the protest was always to protect the land-bank. That was 
the over-riding objective. The land-bank [part of which the proposed wind farm 
was to be situated] had always been designated for industrial use and was IDA-
owned up until the 1980s when the Government sold it off to private land 
interests. 

(Fox, 2009, Interview with the author) 
 

This desire to “protect” the land-bank from a very specific type of development had 

deep resonances amongst all those who opposed the wind farm. The following 

sentiment from another protestor was also reflected in other interviews with the 

author: 

  

While I’m pro-wind in general, I am anti-wind in Tarbert. They’re fine in the 
middle of nowhere but not here where it’s costing jobs. The site for the 
proposed wind farm would have been better suited for maritime industrial use, 
which would create more jobs than any wind farm ever could. 

(Finucane, 2009, Interview with the author) 
 

The perceived manner by which the previous board of TDA brought attention of the 

development to the general population of Tarbert also caused strong concerns. 

Seán Finucane, Treasurer for TDA at the time, who was also involved with the 

protest from very early on, claimed to have first heard of the wind farm proposal at 

a meeting held by the development association to discuss the project. He was 

immediately opposed to it: 

 

I work for the ESB, so I know that the efficiency of wind turbines are very poor 
[when the] EGM has called at the time to find out what was going on. It turned 
out that the plan was for each member of the board [of Tarbert Development 
Association] was to get one turbine each, while three would go to the 
community. It caused a lot of controversy at the time. The chairman [of TDA] 
had to resign from his position because of it.  

(Finucane, 2009, Interview with author) 
 

Following on from the EGM, TDA became the driving force behind the protest 

through its Action Against Wind Group. A number of strategies were adopted to 

resist the planning proposal both at an official planning level and politically. These 
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strategies are now typical of those adopted by contemporary opposition groups 

formed to fight more recent proposals. Finbar Tymon spoke of pressure that was 

brought to bear on local political representatives, as alluded to earlier in the 

chapter. This claim was supported by Sean Finucane: 

 

The two local politicians from the government party at the time, who 
represented the area, gave the least support. But then other Fianna Fáil 
politicians from further afield did, so I’m not sure if was a government led thing 
but definitely the two local Fianna Fáil councillors did very little to help us, 
whether they had interests in the development I don’t know. I am apolitical by 
the way. I’ve no interest in giving Fianna Fáil a kicking or anything like that. I’m 
just saying that we got more support from the local Labour and Fine Gael 
representatives.  

(Finucane, 2009, Interview with author) 
 

As well as lobbying political representatives AAWG also organised a petition for 

those who opposed the scheme locally, gathering over seven hundred signatures. 

This total was disputed by Pat Kelleher who challenged its validity, suggesting the 

figure far exceeded the population of adults in Tarbert given the entire population, 

of the town and its environs, was barely over eight hundred persons.  

 

In the end they had 700 signatures opposing the proposal, though I am not sure 
how since the adult population of Tarbert wouldn’t reach that given we 
wouldn’t have more than 800 people in the area. Signatures must have been 
gotten outside Tarbert...We also got signatures from those in favour of the 
proposal but ours were more of a sample of the population of the parish, 
getting a sample of signatures (one or two) from each road. 

(Kelleher, 2009, Interview with author) 
 

Never the less it enabled Mr Finucane to claim to that:  

 

in fact 95% of the people of Tarbert were against the development. There was 
a petition signed by over 700 adults, not children etc, who were against the 
development, that’s over 95% of the population in Tarbert. 

(Finucane, 2009, Interview with author) 
 

The use of statistics in the above way is one such strategy which can be used to 

great effect, particularly when carrying out a campaign through the media. As long 

as the percentage is repeated often enough, the message has been delivered. 
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Another tactic the protestors used was to focus on the perceived lack of jobs 

associated with wind farms, particularly post-construction. 

 

Maurice FitzGerald [former owner of The Lanterns Hotel, Tarbert], he’s passed 
away since, gave a very good interview on the radio at the time. He asked if 
Airtricity could guarantee 50 permanent jobs from the development. If they 
could there would have been a lot less opposition to the proposal. 

(Finucane, 2009, Interview with author) 
 

Despite the localised nature of the dispute, whereby of the opposition’s campaign 

focused on providing information by way of parish news notes, interviews on local 

radio and the Kerryman newspaper, it did get national media attention on a number 

of occasions88. It should also be noted that despite the eventual failure of 

opposition campaign to prevent the planning application being granted by An Bord 

Pleanála, it did manage to influence the local authority’s decision on the matter. 

This is in no way insignificant, given what Finbar Tymon referred to as Kerry County 

Council’s unprecedented decision to let An Bord Pleanála make the ultimate 

decision on the project.  

 

All this came at a cost however to the local community. The divisive atmosphere 

that arose out of the opposition campaign to the wind farm is still felt today, though 

most have tried to put it behind them. Many of the protagonists interviewed 

reflected Seán Finucane’s assertion that: 

 

It did split the community in two and I don’t know if it’ll ever be the same 
again, but I’ve moved on. I bear no grudges to anybody. I know there’s one 
shop in the village where I won’t darken its door again but I bear no grudge to 
the shop owner. There’s one shopkeeper in Tarbert who had to close up. He 
had the shop in the centre of the town and people stopped going to him when 
they found out he supported the development. He was very involved in 
promoting the development but eventually had to close up, but you can’t 
alienate those that help you make a living. 

(Finucane, 2009, Interview with author) 
 

                                                       
88 See Anne Lucey’s article “Villagers vow to fight wind farm” in the Irish Independent (13/08/2002) 
and Gordon Deegan’s article “Locals 'devastated' as wind-farm near Tarbert village gets go-ahead” in 
the Irish Times (6/7/2002). 
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This sentiment was echoed by Pat Kelleher, who owned the shop Seán Finucane 

referred to, but he played down the belief that he was boycotted out of business. 

 

It did divide the community. I’d often meet people on the street who were 
involved and some would avoid saying hello and things like that. Only a few 
people boycotted my supermarket at the time but not many, they were not 
significant. I sold the supermarket on after that. A lot of local businesses stayed 
neutral on the whole thing and you can’t blame them really. 

(Kelleher, 2009, Interview with author) 
 

Whatever the real extent of the “boycott” was on Kelleher’s business the fact 

remains that to this day relationships within Tarbert have been adversely 

affected by these events. Given that both sides of the protest wanted to see 

employment and industrial development for the area, it is important to 

recognise that they had very different perceptions as to how that was to be 

achieved and that these perceptions proved incompatible within the 

adversarial nature of the planning process.  

 

6.5 Conclusions 
 

People are reasonable minded in Tarbert...it’s an open community here, open 
to outside influences and not so insular. In a more rural area there maybe is a 
chance of that more extreme reaction, but not here 

(Lynch, 2009, Interview with author) 
 

This chapter has detailed the issues surrounding one case study, a wind farm 

proposal in Tarbert, and situated it within the historical context of Kerry’s evolving 

adaptations to the wind energy policies of the multi-level governance networks of 

the European Union, in relation to its spatial planning strategies. It has also shown 

how a comment from a local authority official can have rather unexpected 

consequences, setting in motion a rather turbulent chain of events that ultimately 

were not intended. Using the documents available from the local authority planning 

office and those from An Bord Pleanála it has provided an analysis of the planning 

application and catalogued the decisions that were made on it. This chapter also 

provided an account of those who were for and against the development and 
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charted how they influenced the course of the planning application as it was 

negotiated through, at first the local and then the national governmental flows that 

make up the planning process.  

 

It has also suggested that many local authorities were largely unprepared to cope 

with the evolving energy policies of the EU (with all the nuanced, multidimensional 

factors that go with it) through traditional frameworks of local government, despite 

some actively embracing those policies. The decision to let the newly established An 

Bord Pleanála decide on the proposal, and relinquish its own authority, is somewhat 

indicative of the policy flows of contemporary multi-level governance networks 

where decision makers often release responsibility to another authority, or nodal 

point in the flow, in order to (rather contradictorily) maintain power and curry 

favour with a vengeful electorate. In concurrence with this explanation of a 

willingness to deviate decision-making responsibilities away from local democratic 

structures is the way political power is expressed by politicians within a significant 

proportion of local authorities across the country. On a number of occasions it has 

been expressed during interviews that the somewhat individualistic, prevaricating 

behaviour of local councillors is only ever shaken from inertia when a seat is 

threatened by a looming election. Whether this is a fair assessment or not history 

has shown the actions of local politicians to mirror those at national level, who have 

been equally quick to shift responsibility/blame to EU regulatory flows when 

introducing unpopular legislation. The subject of waste management at local level is 

a case in point, where elected officials across the state continually prevaricated on 

making a final decision on local waste management strategies (fundamentally 

adopting a do-nothing approach) until pressure from incoming EU directives forced 

national government to act. The introduction of the Local Government Act 2001 

quite specifically states that “every function of a local authority which is not a 

reserved function [of the elected members] is [therefore] an executive function” 

(DEHLG, no date), thus responsibility for waste management within all local 

authorities was rested from the elected officials and made the sole domain of the 

manager, a development which some have suggested as being a “significant success 



180 
 

in delivering impartial and professional local government” (DEHLG, no date) despite 

others criticising what this says about real local democratic engagement. 

 

Speaking to a number of officials within Kerry County Council, it was impossible to 

get a definitive opinion on whether political involvement in executive decision 

making was common practice, in relation to this case study at Tarbert or in a wider 

planning context. Invariably any question to that effect was met with an 

uncomfortable silence, which possibly tells more than any obfuscating answer ever 

could. An area where local councillors have repeatedly been linked to accusations of 

undue influence in the planning affairs of the county have been with regards zoning 

and the way “vested interests often put intolerable pressure on Councillors who 

may sponsor developments at local authority level” (An Taisce, 2008/2010), 

particularly in relation to one-off housing. In fact, An Taisce89 has highlighted figures 

from the Central Statistics Office (CS0) from 2003 that indicated the:  

 

ratio of One-off Houses to new housing schemes (excluding apartments) is 
greatest in the counties of Galway, Mayo and Roscommon, where One-offs 
account for 60% of new housing grants, while in Cork and Kerry the equivalent 
figure is 59%. These figures are in stark contrast to comparative figures for the 
Dublin and Mid-East Regions where One-off housing grants accounted for 12% 
and 22% respectively, of all new house permissions. 

(An Taisce, 2008/2009) 
 

More recently, an acting Mayor of Killarney pleaded guilty in the Circuit Criminal 

Court to a breach of ethics90 in attempting to influence a planning decision by 

Killarney Town Council in relation to rezoning of family lands (Hickey, 2009). While 

court cases like this remain relatively uncommon, the statistics continue to indicate 

a noticeable degree of political decision making in the planning system, whether 

from overt representation or by more subtle means. Despite this, difficulty persists 

in ascertaining the true extent of political influence within the multi-dimensional 

corporate structures that exist within local authorities.  

                                                       
89 The Republic of Ireland’s equivalent to the UK’s National Trust. 
90 This charge was brought under legislation of the Local Government Act 2001. 
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Chapter Seven  

Turbulence in Policy Flows: Energy, Habitat and the 
Cordal Wind Farm Proposal 

 

 

 

 

 

Nature may well be the keystone of the social construction of the rural, but it is 
also the tripping stone of the regulation of rural space, and its alluring power 
yet coy ambiguity will form the fissures of many a conflict as the quest for a 
sustainable countryside continues. 

(Woods, 2003: 287) 
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7.0 Introduction 
This chapter builds on earlier sections, which situate this research within 

geographical discourses on landscape, the production of space and the modernising 

energy technologies and policies that both regulate and generate contestations of 

governance, planning and power. It will develop these critical writings by 

considering how the policy interpretations of two local authorities can have very 

different consequences for a developer depending in which jurisdiction a planning 

application is made. While some elements of this case study, the Cordal Wind Farm 

proposal, are historical in nature it does differ from the Tarbert example in some 

respects. The company behind the Cordal wind farm proposal still contest that their 

planning application is very much “live” in both authorities, despite the planning 

decisions having been finalised and Cork ultimately refusing permission. This case 

study offers a unique insight into how local authorities have interpreted the 

national planning guidelines for wind energy and highlights the lack of uniformity of 

approach taken by local governments, by the very different conclusions each 

authority came to in response to changes brought about in implementing the 

Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC). This chapter also shows how the increased 

complexity of EU policy flows directly impact on the planning outcomes of individual 

wind power projects. 

 

The landscape around the proposed Cordal Wind Farm comprises part of the Stacks 

and Glanaruddery Mountain ranges, with Mount Eagle and Knockanefune Mountain 

rising at the highest points. The area consists predominantly of commercial 

coniferous forest plantations, transitional woodland scrub and a number of upland 

blanket bogs not yet affected by commercial forestry. Since upland bog is now 

recognised as a globally scarce resource much of what remains has now been 

designated as in need of protection (NPWES, 2004). Land use patterns in the area, 

apart from commercial forestry, is mainly confined to domestic peat-cutting and 

sheep grazing. On the Cork side of the proposal (in the townland of 

Cappaphaudeen) the landscape type has been identified by Cork County Council as 

Fissured Marginal and Forested Rolling Upland in the local authority’s 2009 County 

Development Plan. The topography of this area is described as: 
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one of relatively steep and rolling mountainous upland, fissured by narrow 
river valleys and which slopes towards broad flat ground. Fields comprise 
grassland, much of which is of marginal agricultural quality, while there are 
also some areas of broadleaf woodland. Soils on these slopes and valley 
bottoms tend to be of poor quality and include blanket peat on upper 
slopes, which have resulted in intensive commercial coniferous plantations.  

(Cork County Council Planning Policy Unit, 2007: 104) 
 

The River Blackwater, one of the key salmon fishing rivers in counties Cork and 

Waterford, also rises from the slopes of Knockanefune. Though an economically 

depressed area it does form part of the region known as Sliabh Luachra91 that is 

noted for its long heritage of traditional Irish music and literature, dating back to 

the 14th Century (Vallely, 1999). Given the lack of economic diversity found here, 

and what they consider to be its low landscape value (when compared to the 

tourist-friendly coastal zones to the south of both counties), both local authorities 

see it as a strategic area for potential wind farm development. Travelling through 

the area one can see a wind farm situated north of the town of Cordal, The Mount 

Eagle Wind Farm, comprising of six medium-sized Vestas V52 wind turbines. 

Another wind farm at Turisillagh can be seen to the North West attesting to the 

industry’s presence with the company discussed in this case study, Saorgus Energy 

Ltd., playing a significant role in its development. So when it began to draw up its 

plans for another wind farm in the area the company was confident its efforts 

would indeed be rewarded. 

 

7.1 Cordal Wind Farm: A Background to the Proposal 
Co-founded in 1993 by Michael Barry and Aidan Forde, Saorgus Energy Ltd92, a 

Tralee-based wind power company, has grown to become a significant player in the 

domestic wind energy market. It currently owns a potential93 total renewable 

energy portfolio of 700MW, of which 500MW will come on-stream once grid 

                                                       
91 Translated from Irish it means “mountain of rushes”, though in actuality it refers to the series of 
mountains in that area and not a single peak as the name suggests. 
92 It initially operated as Western Windpower Ltd. 
93 The author has referred to it as “potential” since the company is still waiting on finalised grid 
connection offers from Eirgrid. 
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connection offers for Gate 2 and Gate 3 are finalised. Given the dearth of expertise 

in the wind industry at the time, Saorgus Energy shares a number of similarities to 

other wind power start-ups established during the 1990s. While both co-founders 

had previous business experience they came to the wind power industry from very 

different sectors. Aidan Forde had previously been predominantly involved in 

education, lecturing in geology at Trinity College Dublin, while Michael Barry’s 

business experiences lay in Kerry’s restaurant trade. However, Barry describes 

himself as having had a "hobby interest" in renewable energy going back twenty 

five years and after having spent some time at the Centre for Alternative 

Technology in Wales he was confident enough to set up the company with Aidan 

Forde. John Bourke94 joined some time later and this triumvirate of directors has 

remained in control of the company ever since. 

 

It would take, however, a further seven years before Saorgus was in a position to 

commission its first wind farm (in conjunction with Powergen Renewables) at 

Tursillagh, situated eight kilometres from Tralee, in 2000. Built on peat boglands 

overlooking the town, Tursillagh Wind Farm had the largest onshore wind turbine 

array in the country at that time (Energie-Cités, 2002). Marketed as essentially 

Ireland’s first urban wind farm, under research conducted through the ALTENER II 

Programme, Tursillagh allowed Saorgus Energy to build up on its expertise through 

its collaboration with Powergen Renewables. Prior to this success Saorgus had 

managed to maintain a regular stream of income by providing a range of 

consultancy services, mainly through the leasing of wind-monitoring equipment and 

conducting environmental impact statements for clients within the wind energy 

industry. It also quite wisely chose to reinvest all monies generated from these 

activities back into the wind farm side of its business, thus enabling it to match the 

capital investment tendered by its much larger partner at Tursillagh. Saorgus Energy 

has also successfully managed to avoid any large-scale planning controversies over 

the course of its operations, having sold off its interests in the wind farm at 

                                                       
94 John Bourke joined Saorgus Energy as an investor and co-director after giving advice to Michael 
Barry on how to best raise funds for the company while camped at the base station of Mount Everest 
in 1993. Barry was part of an Irish expedition, headed by Dawson Stelfox and Frank Nugent, while 
Bourke was a banker with Allied Irish Banks Investment Managers at the time (Weston, 2001).  

http://www.managenergy.net/indexes/I32.htm
http://www.managenergy.net/indexes/I32.htm
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Derrybrien in Galway, to Hibernian Wind Power Ltd, prior to the massive landslide 

and resulting media-storm that arose there95.  

 

The company’s fortunes have continued to rise in recent years with its involvement 

in the Dublin Array, a subsidiary offshore wind farm proposed for the Kish and Bray 

Banks in the Irish Sea, approximately 10 km off the coasts of Dublin and Wicklow. 

Having secured 364MW under Eirgrid’s current Gate 3 process, with a total capacity 

potential of 520MW should other agreements be finalised; it is estimated that the 

offer for connection will be made sometime in 2011, followed by construction 

starting in 2013 and a commission date sometime in 2015. Considering the 

misfortunes of other wind farm companies, highlighted in the next chapter, Saorgus 

Energy has shown a degree of business acumen often missing in other companies 

with similar backgrounds. However, despite the relatively unbroken run of 

continued good fortune experienced by the company it too has run into difficulty 

regarding the disconnect between the time-limiting preconditions set out in the 

planning legislation and the delays96 many have experienced in obtaining a grid 

connection from Eirgrid; a contention that was highlighted during an interview with 

Michael Barry in 2009. Apart from having to reapply for planning permission, other 

scenarios that can arise include a change in the legal status of an area where wind 

turbines have been given planning permission; usually as a result of newly 

introduced legislation, for example from EU directives or statutory changes at 

national level, which can throw into doubt previously acceptable developments. The 

planning application for Cordal Wind Farm highlights how the time-delay between 

obtaining planning permission and a grid connection, and subsequent changes in 

legislation are negotiated and interpreted through the planning process resulting in 

often very unexpected outcomes for the applicant.  

                                                       
95 It does, however, still own the land on which the wind farm is sited and continues to lease it to 
Hibernian Wind Power Ltd. 
96 The latest Planning and Development Amendment Bill has just been passed by Seanad Éireann and 
will go to committee stage in the Dáil later this month, June 2010. Section 23 of the bill amends 
Section 42 of the 2000Planning and Development Act and deals with the extension of planning 
permission. Though amendments are still being made to it, department officials believe it will 
address the issues many industry commentators have raised about lapsing planning permission due 
to delays in the roll-out of grid connections. 
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7.2 Cordal Wind Farm: The Planning Application 
Saorgus first showed its intention to develop the site at Cordal in the late 1990s. 

Initially it had intended to build sixty two 850kW turbines along the Cork and Kerry 

county boundary in the townlands of Knockanefune, Glanowen, Knockauncurragh, 

Coom, Cordal and Castleisland as shown on Map 7 below.  

 

Documentation pertaining to the proposed wind farm from the company’s 

environmental impact statement, and subsequently featured on the company’s 

website, cited the following reasons as to why it believed the area to be suitable for 

exploitation, including: 

 

• Wind speed measurements [to] indicate that they are high enough to justify 
the economic harnessing of the wind for electricity. 
• The site is well served with roads within the site and from surrounding main 
roads. 
• The site is reasonably close to the National Grid at various locations. This is 
necessary so that electricity can be exported from the wind farm. 
• The turbines would not be visible from large areas of surrounding countryside 
and, where visible, it would mostly be a distant view. 
• Few people live close to the site. 
• The ecological quality of a large proportion of the area has already been 
substantially damaged by the presence of monoculture forestry and a 
monotonous cover of Molinia grasses in a significant portion of the site. The 
operation would not affect wild animals and plants. 
• The site has been identified by the National Parks and Wildlife Service (NPWS) 
as a test area where the before and after effects of a wind farm on hen harrier 
(birds of prey) can be studied. The developers are also carrying independent 
research into hen harrier activity at the site and are in full co-operation with 
NPWS in this regard. 

(Saorgus Energy, 2007: 3) 
 

When the Cork element of the application, situated in the townland of 

Cappaphaudeen, was also factored in this ambitious project would have a combined 

installed capacity of 53.3MW; a massive proposal for that time, which is all the 

more startling when one considers the fact that Saorgus Energy had yet to 

commission a single wind turbine. Such was the identified potential for wind power 

in the area that the company was prepared to take on this and another, later 

successful project at Tursillagh; also near Castleisland. However, given the 
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consultationary nature of the planning process, by the time they were prepared to 

make a planning application to Kerry County Council in January 1998 their designs 

for Cordal Wind Farm had been scaled back to twenty three turbines, providing a 

capacity of just under 20MW (Kerry County Council, File No. 9811). However, 

despite the local authority making its decision in November 1998, permission was 

not granted for another year due to an appeal made against the applicant by Kerry 

International Airport, Cordal Development Association97, Coom Organic Farm and a 

number of local residents to An Bord Pleanála (PL 08.109598). Taking a similar 

attitude to its planning decision at Tarbert, the local authority determined that it 

would only grant permission if An Bord Pleanála decided in favour of the project 

and only then once its own twenty one preconditions98 were met by the company. 

Kerry Airport had “strenuous objections” on five grounds, particularly in relation to 

the disturbance the turbines would have to the flight path for Runway 6. These 

concerns were dismissed however at the An Bord Pleanála proceedings, after 

having been contradicted by the Irish Aviation Authority (IAA). The IAA had raised 

these concerns directly with Saorgus Energy99 prior to the An Bord Pleanála 

meetings and had been subsequently satisfied with the company’s efforts to resolve 

them. Securing planning permission for the Kerry element of the project was 

essential to its overall success and Saorgus Energy made every effort to address 

these concerns since all the construction components of the project would be co-

ordinated from the Kerry side of the development, on account of the topographical 

determinants that the area presented. As part of its defence of the project Saorgus 

Energy made strong representations to An Bord Pleanála referring to the fact that 

precedence had already been met for the area around Mount Eagle; drawing 

                                                       
97 Cordal Development Association, adopting a similar stance to its sister organisation in Tarbert, 
county Kerry (discussed in greater detail in Chapter 6) objected to the development on nine counts. 
These included the wind farm’s visual impact, noise pollution, close proximity to Kerry Airport, light 
flashes, interference to telecommunications signals, obsolescence of turbines as experienced at 
Altamont Pass in California, potential impacts on wild birds, no foreseeable employment from the 
project itself and a general devaluation of property. These reasons would become standard 
objections by those opposed to wind farms in the area, in the years to come. 
98 The majority of these stipulations were minor alterations in keeping with the best practice 
guidelines of the planning department. A significant condition that the company did have to meet 
however, once approval was obtained from An Bord Pleanála and its fifteen conditions were also 
met, was a further scaling back on the number of turbines from twenty three to twenty one. 
99 It was during this appeal process that the company also rebranded itself; changing its name from 
Western Windpower Ltd to the current Saorgus Energy Ltd. 
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attention to the historical planning permission that the Board itself had granted 

three years previously, in 1995, for a wind farm in the same area, with turbines of a 

similar size to their own proposal. Eventually the company got conditional planning 

permission for twenty one turbines, along with the usual services for such a 

development including access roads, a control house and an anemometer mast, on 

16th September 1999.  

 

In light of their eventual successes, both with Kerry County Council and in the AER 3 

competition, Saorgus Energy then moved to consolidate the Cordal project by 

applying for planning permission for a further twenty turbines at Cappaphaudeen in 

2000 (Cork County Council, File No. 00/6084) and permission was granted a year 

later for the application on the 31st December 2001. Cordal Wind Farm would now 

have a combined generating capacity of 35MW, which was still not inconsiderable 

when compared to other contemporary projects around the country. The need to 

press on with the project was now more apparent than ever and the company set 

about securing a much coveted grid connection from Eirgird100 and the Commission 

for Energy Regulation (CER)101. Unfortunately, while the AER-approved project at 

Tursillagh was able to get a grid connection within the timeframe set out in its 

planning conditions, permission had expired for the Cordal project by the time 

Saorgus Energy was eventually awarded a grid connection under Gates 2102 and 3103 

of the Group Processing Scheme. With a target connection date of December 2011, 

it would never have been possible for the local authorities to prolong planning 

permission for what would have seemed like an indefinite period of time. A 

speedier issuance of a grid connection would have greatly improved the company’s 

ability to complete the project within the original planning conditions, but this was 

                                                       
100 Eirgrid was established in 2000. 
101 The CER was established in 1999. 
102 While the majority of grid connections had been offered by the end of 2007, there were some 
delays in applicants receiving their offer subsequently seeing the process carry on in to the early part 
of 2008. 122 renewable energy applicants were eligible for a grid connection in Gate 2, totalling 
1,321 MW. 
103 The closing date for renewable energy applications for Gate 3 was 16th November 2007, prior to 
completion of Gate 2. Offers for grid connections to successful applicants started in December 2009 
and are currently half-way through the eighteen month process, with 159 onshore wind applications, 
totalling 3250MW, have been submitted for consideration. 
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not to be the case. The delay in obtaining a grid connection has been a point of 

contention for many wind farm developers, so in an effort to help account for the 

time differences between obtaining planning permission and getting a grid 

connection the Wind Development Guidelines, issued by the government and 

discussed in section 5.2., clearly state that local authorities could exercise discretion 

when specifying the timeframe for certain planning permissions especially in 

relation to strategic infrastructural projects such as wind farms beyond the standard 

five years usually allowed: 

 

Planning authorities may grant permission for a duration longer than 5 years if 
it is considered appropriate, for example, to ensure that the permission does 
not expire before a grid connection is granted. It is, however, the responsibility 
of the applicants in the first instance to request such longer durations in 
appropriate circumstances. 

(Department of the Environment, 2004: 87) 
 

However, planning departments across all the local authorities have more often 

than not chosen to adhere to the standard allowance of five years, as set down in 

the planning legislation, rather than exercise such discretion. New planning 

applications therefore had to be submitted to both local authorities, though as 

Saorgus Energy saw it, this should have been nothing more than a formality given 

that they had already been awarded planning permission on the same sites 

previously. On this occasion they decided to submit an application to the local 

authority in Cork first, in May 2007, and then one month later to Kerry County 

Council. While the land on which the turbines were to be sited remained the same, 

a number of changes were made to the overall structure of the proposed project. 

The number of turbines installed would be considerably less than before and the 

size of each individual turbine would now have nearly three times the generating 

capacity of the older models. The proposed turbines for the new application were 

to be what has become the industry standard, Enercon E-70s with a 2.3MW rating, 

which would also increase the overall capacity of the project to over 41MW, a 

veritable boon for the company should the applications pass this latest “planning 

hurdle”. As Saorgus put it in its application: 

 



191 
 

The full development will consist of 18 turbines (7 in Cork and 11 in Kerry) to be 
constructed instead of the 41 wind turbines (20 in Cork and 21 in Kerry) 
previously permitted at this site. The proposed wind turbines will have a 
maximum rotor diameter of 90m and a maximum hub height of 90m. The 
development in Co. Kerry will also consist of construction access, site road, a 
borrow pit, electricity substation, control house and anemometry mast. 

(Saorgus Energy, 2007: 6) 
 

The map below shows the relationship between the NHA and where the turbines 

were proposed to be sited in both counties. Leaving aside the size and number of 

turbines proposed for the site many aspects of the new proposals were 

indistinguishable from the previous applications. However the legislative context 

within which the new planning applications would now be evaluated had changed 

considerably between 1999 and 2007. Both local authorities had a raft of new 

legislation and guidelines to consider, in conjunction with the application’s 

renewable energy merits, and these would now have a far greater influence on the 

process as a whole. As discussed in section 5.5, the 2000 Planning and Development 

Act came into force a year after Kerry County council granted permission for its 

section of the project. This act was subsequently amended in 2006 with the 

Planning and Development (Strategic Infrastructure) Act, making particular 

reference to wind farm developments, and was shored up with the continually 

evolving 1996 Wind Development Guidelines. Governments, both local and national, 

now began to assess planning applications by considering a wider range of 

determining factors than here to fore.  

 

As well as structural planning and economic development considerations, planners 

now had to incorporate conservation strategies for wildlife species, standards in 

water and air quality, habitat conservation and climate change initiatives into their 

decision making as a response to national ratifications of directives enacted at EU 

level. The Habitats Directive (Council Directive 92/43/EEC) along with the updated 

2009 Birds Directive (Council Directive 2009/147/EC) form the foundation to 

European nature conservation policy and spatial planners in local governments 

now, more than ever before, began to look beyond national planning legislation for 

guidance when considering newly submitted applications. As one local authority 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/birdsdirective/index_en.htm
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official articulated, local authority policy makers are increasingly taking their cue 

from EU directives when formulating environmental policy for new county 

development plans, often bypassing national government in the process. A scenario 

which echoes Monica Salomon’s (2008) work on global governance networks 

discussed in section 3.2.  

 

In relation to national policy, an act that would become instrumental in terms of 

how planners viewed Saorgus Energy’s new planning applications for Cordal Wind 

Farm is the Wildlife (Amendment) Act 2000104. Bringing the previous 1976 Wildlife 

Act up to date, it also established and provided protection to newly designated 

“natural heritage areas”, giving greater legal protection to habitats and other 

features on the wider landscape, including hedgerows. As part of the Act all habitats 

that are designated Natural Heritage Areas by the National Parks and Wildlife 

Service (NPWS), including a far greater number of proposed Natural Heritage Areas 

                                                       
104 The Wildlife (Amendment) Act can be read in its entirety at the following:  
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/2000/en/act/pub/0038/index.html  

Map 7 Map of the Cordal Wind Farm proposal. The majority of the eighteen turbines were 
proposed to be sited inside, or on the boundary of the Mount Eagle Bogs NHA (here highlighted 
in purple). Two of the planned turbines for the new development, in particular, would have 
impacted significantly on the newly designated NHA. However since the other turbines lay just 
inside or outside its boundaries, it is not inconceivable that construction work would have had a 
far greater impact than was alluded to in the planning application. 

http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/2000/en/act/pub/0038/index.html
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(pNHAs), would now have increased legal protection from damage or interference 

to the wildlife species living there. Since the Act has passed into law: 

 

The basic designation for wildlife is the Natural Heritage Area (NHA). This is an 
area considered important for the habitats present or which holds species of 
plants and animals whose habitat needs protection.  

(NPWS, 2010) 
 

This would prove to be game-changing as far as Saorgus Energy’s new planning 

applications were concerned, particularly in Cork, since a number of the new 

turbines in the proposal were to be sited inside the 2005 designated Mount Eagle 

Bogs Natural Heritage Area (NPWS site code: 002449), which according to the 

NPWS is:  

 

a site of considerable conservation significance consisting of upland blanket 
bog. Blanket bog habitat is a globally scarce resource. It is largely confined to 
coastal regions at temperate latitudes with cool, wet, oceanic climates. North-
west Europe contains some of the best-developed areas of blanket bog in the 
world. The most extensive areas are found in Ireland and Britain. Upland 
blanket bogs, due to their exposure to severe climatic conditions at high 
elevations, are particularly vulnerable to erosion by human activities and 
extensive areas are currently undergoing active erosion due mainly to 
overgrazing. The current area of intact upland blanket bog in Ireland represents 
only a fraction of the original resource, due to the combined impacts of 
afforestation and overgrazing, and intact examples are therefore extremely 
valuable for nature conservation. Their long-term survival requires sensitive 
management. The site also supports important populations of three Red Data 
Book species – Hen Harrier, Red Grouse and Irish Hare. 

(NPWS, 2004: 2) 
 

International research into the impacts of wind farm developments on bird species 

had also grown apace with the increased deployment of turbines on the landscape. 

While a large majority of these reports have come from national agencies or actors 

within the wind industry itself, most have focused on study areas outside of Ireland 

such as in the UK (Countryside Council for Wales and English Nature, 1992; 

BirdLife International, 2002), Canada (Canadian Wildlife Service, 2005) and the 

United States (National Wind Coordinating Committee, 2001; Government of New 

Jersey, 2009). Academic contributions have also grown in number with works by Gill 

et al. (1996), Percival (2000), Drewitt and Langston (2006), Madders and Whitfield 
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(2006), Bright et al. (2008) and de Lucas et al. (2008) deserving of mention for their 

contributions to the debates. In 2003, the then Minister for Environment Martin 

Cullen, spoke in the Dáil of having commissioned two research studies into the 

impacts of wind farms on national conservation efforts to protect hen harriers, a 

designated Red Data Book species. The first research project, commissioned by 

Dúchas105 for the department, focused primarily on a wind farm proposal that was 

about to begin development. The research objective was to chart all measurable 

impacts on an existing population of hen harriers in the area. Data would be 

collected during the siting of the new turbines through to the pre and post-

construction phases of development. The second research project was carried out 

under contract by a third party (Cork Ecology) for the department on a built wind 

farm in county Kerry, having commenced operation the previous year in 2002. From 

what this researcher has been able to ascertain work on the second research 

project was allowed, in the words of a Cork Ecology representative, to “fizzle out”; 

while the report commissioned by Dúchas has never been published.  Despite these 

setbacks at national level however, by 2002 Dúchas had managed to designate 

seventy five raised bogs for: 

 

legal protection, covering some 23,000 hectares. These raised bogs are located 
mainly in the midlands. A further 73 blanket bogs, covering 37,000ha, mostly in 
western areas are also designated as NHAs. In addition, there are 630 proposed 
NHAs (pNHAs), which were published on a non-statutory basis in 1995, but 
have not since been statutorily proposed or designated. These sites are of 
significance for wildlife and habitats. Some of the pNHAs are tiny, such as a 
roosting place for rare bats. Others are large - a woodland or a lake, for 
example. The pNHAs cover approximately 65,000ha and designation will 
proceed on a phased basis over the coming years...Under the Wildlife 
Amendment Act (2000), NHAs are legally protected from damage from the date 
they are formally proposed for designation. 

(NPWS, 2010) 
 

                                                       
105 Dúchas - The Heritage Service was established in 1995 and was the state’s heritage agency, 
though it is now defunct having been abolished in 2003 due to widely held beliefs in some political 
circles that its work was holding up many of the country’s major infrastructural projects. Its functions 
have been largely superceded by the Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local 
Government, through the National Parks and Wildlife Service and Office of Public Works (OPW). The 
Heritage Council has also taken up some of its responsibilities especially in relation to heritage and 
public policy. 
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As a result of these changing circumstances, planning authorities across the country 

began to adopt a more rigorous approach to the potential implications of the EU’s 

Habitats Directive on local policy, particularly concerning protected species (notably 

the hen harrier in this instance) from the early to mid-2000s onwards. This was 

especially pertinent in counties Laois, Tipperary, Clare, Limerick, Cork and Kerry 

where a majority of Ireland’s hen harrier population is located and where significant 

wind farm proposals could potentially encroach on the hen harrier’s habitat. So 

much so that a €74m wind farm project by another wind farm developer, South 

Western Services Group, was thrown into doubt106 as a result of its potential impact 

on the existing hen harrier population at its proposed wind farm at Knockacummer 

(File No. 04/8354), in county Cork (Hogan, 2004a). It was within this atmosphere of 

increasing sensitivity to the potentially negative environmental impacts, of what 

was until then still generally considered a largely positive “green energy” 

technology and the increased levels of sophistication local authorities were now 

assessing new projects that Saorgus Energy prepared to apply for planning 

permission for Cordal Wind Farm for a second time.  

 

7.3 The Local Authority Decisions 
 
7.3.1 Issues and Responses from Cork County Council 

It is a particular objective to protect plant, animal species and habitats which 
have been identified by the Habitats Directive, Birds Directive, Wildlife Act 
(1976) and the Flora Protection Order (S.I. No. 94 of 1999). 

(Cork County Development Plan, 2003: 141) 
 

After taking over Dúchas’ responsibilities in 2004 concerning the proposed Natural 

Heritage Areas (pNHAs), candidate Special Areas of Conservation (cSACs) and 

Special Protection Areas (SPAs), as well as existing NHAs and SACs, the National 

Parks and Wildlife Service informed Cork County Council of the pending changes in 

status of a number of proposed sites around the county, including Mount Eagle. 

Having set out its overall planning policy for nature conservation in Chapter 7 of its 

                                                       
106 This project was eventually completed in 2010, with nineteen 2.5MW turbines, comprising 
100MW of installed wind power generating capacity.  
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2003 County Development Plan the local authority documented five principles by 

which it would apply these policies. They included: 

 

1. The natural and built environment, particularly those elements that are non-
renewable and most valuable, need to be properly protected, managed and 
enhanced. 
2. The conservation and enhancement of biodiversity, natural heritage, 
landscape and the built environment should be promoted as important 
elements of the long term economic growth and development of the county 
3. The protection of Cork's physical heritage (including archaeology and historic 
buildings) is a tangible representation of the County's past and is a sound basis 
for economic growth and regeneration 
4. The 'polluter pays' principle and the 'precautionary approach' principle are 
important elements of any planning policies that deal with environmental and 
heritage matters 
5. The long term economic, social and environmental well-being of Cork 
requires water and air quality to be of the highest possible standard. 

(Cork County Development Plan, 2003: 135) 
 

Though largely concerned with water and air quality, environmental considerations 

were now more deeply embedded in all aspects of the local authority’s planning 

policy and as part of its updated environmental blueprint for the county it intended 

to back up these principles by clearly stating that: 

  

It is an objective to maintain the conservation value of all Natural Heritage 
Areas proposed for designation by Dúchas the Heritage Service, either before 
or during the lifetime of this plan.  

(Cork County Development Plan, 2003: 81) 
 

This marked a significant policy shift in planning attitudes towards NHAs and 

pNHAs, such as Mount Eagle, regarding what would now be deemed appropriate for 

development at these sites, while the NPWS’ reaffirmation of Dúchas’ policies only 

strengthened the status of NHAs within local environmental policy frameworks. 

 

Submitting its proposal (File No. 07/7471) on the 2nd May, 2007, Saorgus entered 

into another lengthy process with the planning authority. Official requests for 

further information were made on two occasions (22nd June 2007 and 20th 

December 2007) according to the local authority’s archives, with the company is 

recorded as responding to these calls on four separate occasions (5th June 2007; 6th 
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June 2007; 1st November 2007 and 6th December 2007). The presence of a number 

of proposed turbines to be sited inside the 2005 NHA on Mount Eagle was an 

obvious concern for council officials, who needed an increased level of detail from 

the applicant if it was to ensure that the local authority did not contravene any of 

its environmental obligations as set down in its 2003 County Development Plan. 

While the proposed wind farm did fall into an identified Strategic Search Area107 the 

fact that the site also encroached upon a newly designated NHA raised a number of 

questions that the developer would need to resolve if the local authority was to be 

able to grant planning approval for the site. This need for additional detail of the 

applicant’s plans resulted in the lengthy negotiations that Saorgus and the council 

would enter into over the coming months; with the council needing further 

clarification on the occasions mentioned above and thus further complicating the 

process. One such request letter was sent to the applicant in December 2007 

requiring: 

 
a revised technical report to assess the impacts of the temporary drainage 
measures proposed for the turbine foundations, and the excavation and 
temporary dewatering of the borrow pit on the ecology of the bog including 
direct removal of peat on characteristic bog plants.  All detailed proposals in 
relation to construction, excavation and drainage should also be assessed by a 
wetlands ecology specialist in order to establish the impact of the development 
on the Blanket Bog habitat. 

(Cork County Council, 2007) 
 

The need for an ecology specialist was seen as essential since the planning authority 

had received correspondence from the Department of Environment, Heritage and 

Local Government (DEHLG) in June 2007 recommending that it refuse planning 

permission to the applicant. The DEHLG was gravely concerned that construction 

activity at the site would cause considerable drainage damage to the blanket bog 

NHA at Mount Eagle. In light of this, Cork County Council decided to defer its 

decision so that Sorgus would have an opportunity to respond to these concerns 

                                                       
107 Strategic Search Areas were identified in the 2003 development plan as areas which had both 
relatively high wind speeds and a relatively low landscape sensitivity to wind turbines. Prospective 
developers were, and continue to be, encouraged to focus their efforts on these identified areas 
when searching for potentially suitable sites in the county.   
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and sent the company the request letter seeking detailed clarification on six key 

points arising out of the previous meetings. They included: 

 
1. The technical report submitted should be revised to assess the impacts of 
the temporary drainage measures proposed for the turbine foundations, and 
the excavation and temporary dewatering of the borrow pit on the ecology of 
the bog. All detailed proposals in relation to construction, excavation and 
drainage should also be assessed by a wetlands ecology specialist in order to 
establish the impact of the development on the Blanket Bog habitat. 
2. All details in relation to techniques to be employed to develop floating roads, 
buoyant foundations, dewatering of the borrow pit etc should be submitted. 
The applicant is informed that it is not permitted to deal with such proposals by 
condition for Natura 2000 sites. 
3. A civil engineering method statement to deal with run-off of water occurring 
from proposed development should also be submitted. 
4. In order to fully assess this application the applicant is informed that 
clarification in relation to the location of nest sites within 2km of the proposed 
windfarm and their proximity to the proposed locations of adjacent turbines is 
required. It is also recommended that turbines should not be located within 
500m of nest sites.  
5. The applicant is required to demonstrate that compensatory habitat 
management proposals to take place on land outside the ownership of the 
applicants have been agreed with the relevant landowners and the Forest 
Service should such measures require that previously forested land be 
maintained as open countryside.  
6. In order for the application to be considered further the applicant should 
outline their proposals for a compensatory habitat management plan.  

(Cork County Council, 2007) 
 

Meeting on the 26th of February 2008, to discuss Saorgus Energy’s responses to the 

council’s requests, culminating in the company’s clarification document submitted 

on 25th January 2008, the local authority’s Heritage Officer and a representative 

from the NPWS reported that they still remained dissatisfied with the new 

information that they had received. The company’s responses to the planning 

authority still lacked the attention to detail that was now expected of it and as far 

as the Heritage Officer was concerned the company had yet again failed to give 

enough detail as to how it intended to cancel the wind turbines’ potentially 

negative:  

 

impacts on the species (Hen Harrier) for which the Special Protection Area has 
been proposed and on the habitat (Blanket Bog) for which the Natural Heritage 
Area has been selected and designated.   

(Cork County Council, 2008a) 
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Separate information provided in the clarification document from 25th January, 

regarding other concerns expressed by the planning authority, also failed to impress 

council officials who highlighted the paucity of information relating to the potential 

loss of species and habitat resulting from the development. Attention was drawn to 

the continued lack of detail, despite previous requests for clarification, concerning 

the company’s intention to re-position a proposed turbine (No. 16) which lay within 

300m of a recognised hen harrier nest site. Saorgus articulated to the council on 

previous occasions that it would move the turbine a further 300m away from its 

initial location but again had failed to provide any additional details as to where this 

new location would be. The environmental considerations of altering the proposed 

roads to accommodate the turbine’s new location, and the loss of habitat all these 

actions would entail, was also absent and had not been addressed. In order that the 

local authority could make an informed assessment, incorporating the revised 

location of turbine 16, the applicant was:  

 

advised to provide detailed information including full species lists relating to 
each turbine location and all other parts of the site which will be removed for 
the development of roads etc.  The applicants should provide an assessment of 
the quality of habitat to be removed and are advised that an objective 
assessment of impact significance be made (see Criteria for Assessing Impact 
Significance (appendix 4) NRA Guidelines for Assessment of Ecological Impacts 
of National Road Schemes). 

(Cork County Council, 2008a) 
 

A suggestion was also made in the notes from this meeting (28th February) to 

provide an informal letter proposing the planning authority issue another notice of 

deferral to give Saorgus time to respond, but the local authority concluded that it 

could not leave the application go undecided beyond the designated decision date 

of 23rd March, 2008108. Saorgus now had just over two weeks (14th March) to submit 

                                                       
108 While the initial decision date for the application was scheduled for 12th Jun 2007, it had to be 
deferred on two subsequent occasions (22nd June 2007 and 20th December 2007). In both instances 
the planning authority considered the information submitted in response to its requests as 
“inadequate”. A meeting had been organised between the planning authority, heritage officer and 
the developer in late February, but it was subsequently cancelled to allow for the heritage officer 
and the NPWS representative assess newly submitted information from the developer, received on 
25th January, 2008. This new information was still deemed to be “totally inadequate” and an informal 
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all substantial additions to its application. Speaking in 2009 a Saorgus 

representative expressed a level of unhappiness towards the short length of time 

the company was allowed to make its final submission. However, council officials 

refuted this and had no problem making their own growing frustration with the 

applicant known; reporting on the 18th of March, the final date that the council 

would accept responses from the applicant, that: 

 

Throughout the course of the application the applicant has been given ample 
opportunity to address the above issues yet continues to submit inadequate 
information in response. Should inadequate information be re-submitted again 
in response to letter of 14/3/08 refusal should be recommended for this 
development 

(Cork County Council, 2008b) 
 

Council officials expressed reservations that a company director had carried out the 

ecological study on the proposed site, as opposed to an independent specialist as 

they had specifically requested. The council decided to carry out its own 

independent hydrological assessment of the area and identified significant issues 

pertaining to drainage, water quality and the control of turbid water that the 

applicant had repeatedly failed to address. It also disagreed with the company’s 

ecology study assessment of the wind farm site as: 

 

a ‘D or E site’ in accordance with the NRA categories when it is clear that this is 
an internationally important (A) site, designated as a Natural Heritage Area 
under the Wildlife Act and proposed for designation under the EU Birds 
Directive. 

(Cork County Council, 2008b) 
 

The role of the Heritage Officer in providing expert advice to the planning authority 

was crucial in this instance and the planner’s report makes continuous reference to 

that official’s contribution throughout. Making its final decision on the 25th of 

March, the planning authority concluded that the applicant had failed to provide 

                                                                                                                                                          
letter was sent by the planning authority to the developer on the 29th February requesting the 
information that remained absent from the developer’s latest submission. The developer would have 
been made aware on this occasion that no further deferrals could be made beyond the 23rd March 
deadline. 
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adequate information throughout the process and refused permission on the 

following two grounds: 

 

1. On the basis of the information submitted, the Planning Authority is not 
satisfied that the proposed development would not cause significant damage 
to the bog and pollution of streams in the vicinity, which are first order 
tributaries of the Feale, Clydagh, Branagh and Blackwater Rivers. The proposed 
development would, therefore, be contrary to the proper planning and 
sustainable development of the area.    
2. The proposed development is located within the Mount Eagles Bog NHA 
2449. On the basis of the information submitted, the Planning Authority  
considers that the proposed development would materially contravene Policy 
Objective ENV 2-5 of the Cork County Development Plan 2003 (as varied) which 
aims to maintain the conservation value of all Natural Heritage Areas proposed 
for designation by Dúchas the Heritage Service. 

(Cork County Council, 2008b) 
 

7.3.2 Issues and Responses from Kerry County Council 

Almost in tandem with its Cork application, Saorgus Energy submitted its planning 

application to Kerry County Council (File No. 07/2633) on 27th June 2007109. By then 

it would have been aware of Cork’s growing reservations and requests for further 

clarifications. The two planning authorities had planned to meet prior to the 

submission date to discuss how both authorities viewed the company’s plans to 

develop Cordal Wind Farm, but Kerry officials were unavailable until the 20th July by 

which time the application had already been submitted. At this meeting, officials 

from both local authorities agreed that the company’s EIS needed to be further 

developed for the two applications. By now, Cork had already agreed to defer its 

decision while the applicant processed requests for new photomontages and 

carried out a detailed assessment of the potential impacts of the turbines on the 

blanket bog situated on the Cork side of the project, while at the same time dealing 

with the new aviation issues raised by Kerry Airport and the IAA.   

 

The proposed development on the Kerry side would consist of eleven E70 turbines 

running north to south in a similar pattern to the turbines to be sited to the east, on 

the Cork side of the county boundary. Again, similar in approach to the Cork 

                                                       
109 Initially Saorgus was due to submit its Kerry application on 21st August but chose to bring the 
application forward in light of developments across the county boundary. 
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application, Saorgus Energy maintained much of the original design from its expired 

planning permission proposal (98/11), instead choosing to enhance and update 

elements of the application as required. On foot of its meeting with Cork County 

Council, officials from Kerry County Council sent the company a request letter on 

the 20th August seeking clarification as to how the issues raised by Kerry Airport and 

the IAA would be resolved. Though the new turbines would number ten less than 

the previous application, the IAA was now concerned of the consequences these 

new turbines would have on the day-to-day functioning of Kerry Airport, outside 

Farranfore, since they would be situated along one of its key flight paths. Standing 

at 135m tall, each of the eleven E70s were considerably taller than the turbines 

allowed in the previous application and would command a much greater presence 

on the landscape. In a letter to the local authority the manager of Kerry Airport 

contested the findings in Saorgus Energy’s EIS, citing a number of “inaccuracies” 

explaining that:   

 

It is a requirement that our [Instrument Landing System] ILS is checked twice 
annually by an aircraft, this is carried out on contract by Flight Precision Ltd. 
and part of their procedures is to fly a slice along the extended centreline from 
12 nautical miles at a height of 1,500 ft above the aerodrome (1,600ft above 
mean sea level or 488 metres). The extended centreline takes the aircraft 
approximately over the 410 metre contour on the north side of Knockanafune 
which gives it a clearance of 78 metres over the existing terrain. 
The centreline is in the approximate location of turbines 1 and 5 so the height 
will be increased by 125 metres (using 80m high hub) giving a total height of 
548 metres at the site of Turbine 5. 

It is obvious that an aircraft flying the procedure at 488 metres is going 
to crash into the Tower 60 metres below the blade tip. 

(Kerry Airport Manager, 2007)  
 

The Airport Manager also disputed Saorgus’ contention in its EIS that its wind 

turbines would have no effect on flight instruments at the airport, including the ILS, 

and requested that the planning authority reapply the conditions set down in the 

An Bord Pleanála ruling for the previous planning application in 2004 (PL 

04.210685). In its 20th August request letter to the company Kerry County Council 

required clarification on nine matters it needed resolving before it could grant 

planning permission.  
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1. The Planning authority has serious concerns regarding the effects of the 
proposed development in the Material Assets (aviation). The Planning 
Authority notes the detailed submission from Kerry Airport Ltd and the 
concerns regarding the inadequacies in the EIS (Effects on the Material Assets). 
Kindly consult with Kerry Airport Ltd in relation to this and submit a revised EIS 
with accurate information, taken account of the proposed New Instrument 
Landing system on Runway 08. Kindly submit full details of correspondence 
with Kerry Airport Ltd to the Planning Authority. 
2. Kindly arrange to carry out a full feasibility study indicating if a safe missed 
approach procedure can be designed in relation to the proposed development. 
You are requested to consult with the Kerry Airport Ltd and the Irish Aviation 
Authority in relation to the same. Kindly submit full details of the feasibility 
study to the Planning Authority. 
3. Kindly submit revised photomontages as part of the "Zone of Visual influence 
Maps and Photomontages", taking into account all operational and permitted 
wind farms in the vicinity of the proposed site/lands. 
4. Kindly submit details of the proposed route of the construction / delivery 
vehicles to and from the proposed site. The applicant is advised to liaise with 
the Area Road Engineer of Kerry County Council regarding any proposed road 
alignments. Full details regarding the same and all correspondences shall be 
submitted to the Planning Authority. 
5. Kindly submit 6 copies of revised site layout plan indicating all watercourses 
and existing drainage patterns within and abutting the proposed site.  
6. You are requested to submit a revised site location map showing all land 
which adjoins, abuts or is adjacent to the land to be developed and which is 
under control of the applicant or the person who owns the land which is 
subject of the application in blue. 
7. Kindly submit a detailed Compensation Habitat Management Plan in relation 
to the Hen Harrier, a protected bird under the Wildlife Act (2000) and the EU 
Birds Directive (1979) 
8. Kindly indicate the flight path of the hen harrier in this area and the location 
of the proposed Wind turbines in relation to the same. 
9. Kindly submit details regarding the proposed Meteorological Mast. The 
requested plans should indicate the proposed height and location of the same 
within the proposed site (6 copies) 

(Kerry County Council, 2007) 
 

While the local authority was waiting for Saorgus to respond to its requests, it 

received a letter from the Developments Applications Unit (DAU) of the DEHLG in 

October 2007. Mirroring correspondence made to its neighbour in county Cork the 

DAU recommended to the local authority that it refuse planning permission to the 

applicant since all of the eleven turbines proposed for the Kerry side of the wind 

farm would be sited completely or partially inside the NHA boundary and as such 

would jeopardise the integrity of the designated NHA. In light of this development 

the council decided to adapt a wait and see approach, giving the applicant time to 

reply to its requests. Subsequently on 11th December 2007 Saorgus wrote to Kerry 
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Airport offering to ask the Planning Authority to insert the five conditions the 

airport had called for as a precondition to it getting planning permission. 

 

On the 19th February 2008 Saorgus submitted its response to the council, launching 

a robust defence of its application. On a number of instances it directly disputed 

issues raised by the planning authority in its request letter the previous August, 

especially with regard to those raised by Kerry Airport and the potential impact of 

the proposed turbines on the airport’s Instrument Landing System. As part of its 

submission it also included Madders and Whitfield’s 2006 paper on the impacts of 

wind farms on upland raptors in Scotland, along with a presentation the authors 

gave of their findings to Natural Research Ltd, the Scottish environmental 

consultancy, in an effort to show the minimal impact the wind farm would have on 

the hen harrier population in the area. Despite the DEHLG, Cork County Council and 

Kerry Airport remaining to be convinced by the applicant’s contentions, Kerry 

County Council trusted the company’s contributions enough to decide in favour of 

the development on 14th March 2008; granting planning permission for the 

requested eleven turbines and ancillary works on 17th April 2008.  

 

Since obtaining planning permission from Kerry County Council, Saorgus has not 

constructed any turbines on the site to date. However, fortunately for the company, 

the granting of planning permission for the Kerry component of the project ensured 

its future since all access routes for construction will be situated on its side of the 

county boundary. A spokesperson for the company predicts construction to start 

sometime in 2012 once Eirgrid have finalised its offer of a grid connection later this 

year.   

 

7.4 Conclusions 
The divergent conclusions made by the two aforementioned local authorities in 

deciding to grant/refuse planning permission for a project that provided many 

similar challenges to both organisations is of considerable. Despite both local 

authorities using the same policy instruments and departmental planning guidelines 
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to assess the merits of the one wind farm application (including receiving similar 

recommendations to refuse planning for that application by the Department of 

Environment, which oversees the operation of the local government system) each 

planning authority chose to draw very different conclusions at the end of their 

respective planning processes.  

 

It is possible that this case study reflects a wider malaise in local government 

responses to emergent socio-environment and energy planning policies. On the 

other hand, it could also be argued that it indicates a strong sense of local decision 

making, than might otherwise be the case. I am not convinced of this second 

argument. However, given the trend in planning decisions over the years Kerry 

County Council has tended to mirror the approach taken by other local authorities 

(Donegal County Council, for example) to wind development by providing overly 

favourable conditions in which wind industry operators can grow their businesses. 

However, this is often at a cost to other interests. The way each authority was 

allowed to interpret the same policy documents, with very different attitudes 

influencing the eventual outcome, illustrates the greater likelihood for complexity in 

the system. All discussions on local democracy aside, this is indeed problematic to 

national strategy since it increases the probability for turbulences or negative 

feedback cycles to occur resulting in the potential failure of the policy flow being 

promoted. Kerry’s decision to allow permission for the proposal, despite pressure to 

do otherwise, can be seen as a case in point with regards to the unpredictability 

associated with agency held by actors in the flow system. It is also indicative of the 

competing, multi-dimensional interests found within local government structures 

most notably between the legislature and the executive.  

 

The Cordal Wind Farm proposal provides an illustrative example of how individual 

planning authorities mediate the pressures made by locally-based business interests 

to develop their product or service against the wider societal considerations of local 

communities and the impact on existing infrastructure that must be taken into 

account when valuing landscape for development in adherence to national policy. 

Clearly there is a need for a greater: 
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understanding of the emerging diversities, complexities and enmeshments of 
what was once a rather clear and straightforward practice  

(Mol and van den Burg, 2004: 317) 
 

These evolving enmeshments, with the Habitat’s Directive as a case in point, in 

effect can generate greater uncertainty and opportunities for turbulence to occur 

given the way local actors now actively engage with globalised governance 

networks; at times ignoring national authority (Monica Salomon, 2008). This is 

especially true when we consider that governments have become more 

preoccupied with regulating mobilities over the more localised, spatially-specific 

considerations found within traditional planning practices. It also creates confusion 

amongst those interacting with local government structures who may consider the 

norms and practices they find applicable to one local authority holding less weight 

when dealing with another. As local governments across the EU increasingly defer 

to external legislative flows, beyond the traditional centres of authority found at 

national level, these complexities (and their increased potential for conflict within 

the policy flow itself) are only set to heighten in the coming years as energy and 

spatial pressures intensify in light of societal responses to the greater proliferation 

of wind turbines on rural landscapes.  
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Chapter Eight 

Local Reaction to Consolidating Networks of Flow: 
Enniskeane, County Cork 

 

 

 

 

 

Before I built a wall I’d ask to know 
What I was walling in or walling out, 
And to whom I was like to give offence. 
Something there is that doesn’t love a wall, 
That wants it down. I could say “Elves” to him, 
But it’s not elves exactly, and I’d rather 
He said it for himself. I see him there 
Bringing a stone grasped firmly by the top 
In each hand, like an old-stone savage armed. 
He moves in darkness as it seems to me, 
Not of woods only and the shade of trees. 
He will not go behind his father’s saying, 
And he likes having thought of it so well 
He says again, “Good fences make good neighbours”.  

 
(Robert Frost, 1914) 
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8.0 Introduction 
This chapter will give an account of the relationship dynamics that can arise once a 

renewable energy company proposes to build a wind farm within a largely rural 

community. It will chart the progress of a company, Organic Power Ltd., from its 

initial efforts to develop a wind farm in Enniskeane, west Cork, to its continuation of 

those efforts at sites in the townlands of Newcestown and Castletownkenneigh; 

giving an account of a community protest against the proposal in those townlands 

that lie to the north and northeast of Enniskeane.  

 

While in many ways similar to the previous two chapters, which highlighted how 

turbulence can arise within early adaptor communities and in the local institutional 

responses to complicated intergovernmental policy structures, this case study 

highlights the more common scenario found within the literature where a local 

community uses the planning systems of local government to resist a proposed 

wind farm development for their area. The circumstances surrounding this case 

study may in some ways more easily fit the pejorative NIMBYism narratives 

criticised by van der Horst (2007), Wolsink (1994; 2007) and Polaski and McCarthy 

(2010), but this case study shows once again how local community resistances are 

much more than just a ‘not in my backyard’ reaction to a perceived negative 

development. Rather it is more indicative of what Devine-Wright (2009) describes 

as place-protective actions stemming from localised reactions to perceived threats 

from proposed changes to a local area. This disruption to pre-existing place 

attachment narratives can generate far greater and more sustained animosity to a 

particular proposal than the rather abstract considerations associated with NIMBY, 

with the conflicts themselves being highly networked, supralocal affairs (Maciocco 

and Tagliagambe, 2009).  

 

This increased complexity in how local communities respond to proposed planning 

developments, which are by no means exclusive to wind farms, is largely 

symptomatic of how contemporary rural communities are structured. These new 

ruralities that rely on the dynamic, highly mobile relationships local people have 

with the areas in which they live and the extralocal economic and institutional 
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environments they must negotiate in order to sustain those lifestyles in areas that 

cannot support them, has a significant part to play in how local people negotiate 

locally-specific schisms such as a wind farm proposal. Again we will see that locally-

specific animosities have as much to play in these dynamics as other more obvious 

reasons protagonists use to fight a proposal during the planning process.    

 

The Cork County Council Planning Policy Unit describes the landscape around 

Enniskeane and Newcestown as consisting in the main of broad, fertile lowland 

valleys with high landscape sensitivity and value attributed to it. Of the three case 

studies mentioned in this thesis it is the least marginal in terms of soil quality and 

agricultural activity with intensive dairying and some tillage accounting for a 

majority of the faming practiced here. Lying to the west of the market town of 

Bandon, which (as the principal town in the area) the residents in the townlands 

described in this case study gravitate towards. Writing on Newcestown, the village 

that became the focal point of the protest, William E. Barrett gives an account of it 

dating back to the 1880s: 

 

Newcestown was a village of no great size and of little renown. It derived its 
name from a British Captain Newce who had failed in an attempt to become 
the local Oliver Cromwell and who existed in the regional folklore as a rather 
ridiculous character. The people of the village were people of the soil who sent 
their share of young people abroad as emigrants and who, in their own 
remaining, settled firmly in one place and put down immovable roots. They 
were not compromisers in either religion or politics. 

(Barrett, 1967: 16)  
 

More recently Joseph McKenna (2011), writing on the Irish War of Independence 

1919-1921, describes how fighting during that period often gravitated towards the 

area on a number of notable occasions. In fact, one of the leading Irish figures at 

that time, Michael Collins, was ambushed and killed just north of Newcestown near 

the crossroads at Béal na mBláth during the ensuing Civil War. History and place 

appeared to inform those at the centre of the Enniskeane Wind Farm protest, from 

what could be ascertained and the unwillingness to compromise, suggested by 

Barrett (1966) appeared to be in no way diminished during the time that 

constituted this case study. 
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8.1 The Enniskeane Wind Farm Proposal: A Prologue to Future Protest 
In operation since 2006, Organic Power Ltd. (OP) is a Cork-based110 renewable 

energy company. It focuses its entire operation on developing three models of 

energy production, namely from wind power; pumped hydro-electric storage 

(PHES); and combined heat and power (CHP) from agricultural biomass waste. 

Though based in Cork it does have an international dimension with one of its 

advisors currently looking to develop potential energy projects in Greece. However, 

all of its projects remain situated in Ireland to date and despite a rather ambitious 

approach to commissioning these projects their degree of success can be described 

as being rather mixed at best. A stated goal on their website is to: 

 

build a portfolio of dispatchable power projects using a polygeneration mix of 
non-polluting technologies which are both renewable and sustainable [with] 
125MW of dispatchable renewable energy permitted and ready for 
construction by the end of 2010.  

(Organic Power, 2009) 
 

This ambitious target has not been achieved, however, given the difficulties that 

Organic Power has experienced in realising these projects, and according to their 

website they have since pushed back their deadline for construction to 2012 

(Organic Power, 2011). Of the nine planning applications submitted to Cork County 

Council alone, comprising five different renewable energy projects, they have to 

date only been successful with one application. Another application is still under 

consideration, while the rest of have been rejected, were deemed to be incomplete, 

or needed further information to conclude the planning process. Of the four 

identified wind farm projects still under development, two have been granted 

planning permission: in Glashantooreen in county Kerry and Dromleena in county 

Cork111 with a combined 22.9MW of electricity generation capacity. The other two 

projects, still in submission for planning permission, are situated in the townland of 

                                                       
110 Organic Power’s head office is situated in Skibbereen and is financed by shareholders mainly from 
the Munster area.  
111 Liam Chambers spoke of a number of operational issues associated with this project, which may 
in time scupper OP’s plans to develop it further. 
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Ballydehob112 in county Cork and Glendeish in county Waterford. In fact their first 

planning application was submitted to Cork County Council in March 2006, followed 

by a submission to Kerry County Council in September of the same year for the 

erection of a 50m wind speed and direction measuring mast at Enniskeane (File No. 

06/5619) and Farranfore (File No. 06/3578) respectively. The Enniskeane application 

was considered incomplete by Cork County Council and the Farranfore submission 

was refused due in the main to the Irish Aviation Authority’s determination that the 

resultant wind farm would:  

 

become the predominant obstacle immediately to the south of the airport. 
(IAA, 25/7/2006) 

 

However, these events did not deter Organic Power in its efforts to develop the 

Enniskeane proposal and in May 2006 they submitted a new planning application 

(File No. 06/6934) for a wind measuring mast in Kilnacranagh East, Enniskeane. 

Conditional planning permission was granted in August of the same year. This 

permission was to be considered temporary due to the reservations the 

adjudicating planning official at the local authority had regarding the proposal. The 

reservations included a strong scepticism of a sustainable wind regime for the area, 

the close proximity of housing to the north of the proposal and what he termed as 

the:  

 

cumulative impacts that a number of small and dispersed wind farms may have 
visually on the receiving environment. 

(Cork County Council, 2006) 
 

These reservations should have alerted Organic Power to the challenges it would 

most likely have to face if they were to continue to develop the Enniskeane project 

beyond the installation of a wind measuring mast. This did not occur, and 

culminated in a protracted and at times bitter dispute between Organic Power Ltd 

                                                       
112 Planning permission for the Ballydehob proposal was submitted around the same time as the 
Enniskeane proposal. It too is proving to be unpopular with local groups adopting a similar stance to 
that taken in Enniskeane. A number of members of the Mount Kid & Townlands Environment 
Meithal, who are opposed to the Ballydehob development, also attended the CANAG protests 
against the Enniskeane proposal. 
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and the Castletownkinneagh and Newcestown Action Group (CANAG); the action 

group that was comprised predominantly of members from the local community 

living in the townlands in which the turbines were to be situated. 

 

8.1.1 “Basically we’d learned nothing and forgotten nothing” 

Before studying the dispute in further detail however, it is important that one is 

aware of Organic Power’s background, in order to better understand how events 

unfolded. Liam Chambers, a farmer and landowner still living in Enniskeane, was a 

co-founder of the company along with his former colleague Maurice McCarthy.  

They set up the company in response to the lucrative investment opportunities 

open to the wind energy industry at that time. Chambers readily admits that his 

expertise lay as a “people person” rather than being able to bring much needed 

technical skills to the table, but such was the optimism at the time that it was not 

uncommon for members of many of the wind energy start-ups to be drawn from a 

variety of professions not immediately compatible to what one would expect was 

needed. In many ways Organic Power could easily be described as sharing much in 

common, both in terms of structure and experiences, with the early oil prospectors 

at the turn of the last century. Much like the characters in the film There Will Be 

Blood [2007], a majority of the work involved sourcing the sites suitable for the 

erection of wind turbines, meeting the local communities involved and sourcing the 

finances needed to make the projects happen. Absent of course are the more 

dramatic elements of the film, but the analogy is a useful one, because like the 

characters in the film, Organic Power was operating in what was in many ways 

unfamiliar territory; both in terms of the technology involved and the social and 

cultural tensions that could arise when negotiating how these new technologies are 

to be accepted by the communities directly affected by them.  

 

It was Chambers who approached Maurice McCarthy to look at land he thought 

may be suitable for development in Enniskeane and together they decided to apply 

for planning permission for a wind measuring mast to estimate the real potential of 

the site. After successfully securing conditional planning permission for the mast on 

their second attempt they set about drumming up support for the proposal 
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amongst the local landowners in the area. Chambers identifies this period as the 

start to the troubles Organic Power would later experience with the local 

community. Initially they had planned to hold several small-scale meetings in each 

townland and address any issues the relevant community may have there. Locating 

the meetings in local halls, where available, was to be a next best option for them if 

the townland meetings were to prove too problematic. In the end they decided to 

opt for a series of large-scale meetings, which were held over three evenings in 

October 2007 at the Castle Ahan House in Enniskeane town113, in order to 

accommodate the level of interest they saw coming from the local community. It 

has been suggested that a number of the landowners involved in the project were 

not happy with the pressure they were experiencing to forego their involvement 

with the project and it was felt that an open, large-scale forum would be the most 

appropriate format to air and resolve any grievances people may have had.   

 

The decision to host the meetings in “a place where both the conversation and 

drink flow freely” (Castle Ahan House, 2010) was later questioned by Chambers 

given the hostile atmosphere on the nights in question and the ease of availability 

to alcohol on the part of some of the participants. The angry exchanges that 

erupted on the final night, causing it to be eventually abandoned, culminated in the 

Garda Síochána having to be called to restore order (O'Donovan, 2007). Though 

staff at the Castle Ahan House played down the events of that night it was serious 

enough for the police to become involved given that the chairman for the evening 

was threatened with a glass jug (O'Donovan, 2007). Chambers describes the 

meetings as “pretty rough” though he also suggests that they, meaning Organic 

Power, played into the hands of the protesters in a number of ways. Hosting one 

large meeting instead of a series of smaller ones provided a platform for what he 

describes as “professional agitators”, who came from as far away as county 

Westmeath, to wreck any chances they had of building trust with the local 

community. Chambers also suggested that some of the protesters were there 

merely to drum up business for a solicitor they worked for who specialised in 

                                                       
113 These meetings were held on the 15th, 16th and 17th of October. 
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opposing wind farm proposals; rather than for any real concern for what went on in 

the Enniskeane area. Describing the first two nights as being quite heated, with the 

“agitators” stifling any real debate, it was not until the last night that any real 

dialogue was engaged in, but that too was destroyed by events later that night. The 

decision to film the meeting in response to alleged threats that were made against 

some of the landowners supporting the proposal over the previous week also 

helped to engender a degree of distrust for the company. Maurice McCarthy, much 

to Liam Chambers’ regret, acquiesced to demands made from the floor to turn off 

the camera. Chambers suggests that the decision to turn off the camera only helped 

to create further suspicions of Organic Power and what their real motive was for 

filming, again stifling any chances of fostering trust between themselves and the 

community. A third factor, which Chambers also admitted to in all probability as a 

mistake on Organic Power’s part, was the choice of chairman they made for that 

last night. He describes the chairman as “disastrous”, who behaved quite arrogantly 

towards individual speakers in the crowd and only seemed to antagonise the more 

hot-headed participants present114, rather than drive proceedings forward or foster 

any sort of meaningful debate. He does not of course condone what happened that 

night, but rather he openly highlights the failures on the part of Organic Power to 

recognise their own weaknesses in responding to the more “professional” elements 

within the protesters, both that night and afterwards; some of whom would later 

prove to be more adept than Organic Power when it came to engaging with the 

planning process.  

 

As the company’s Public Relations Officer (PRO), Chambers was only too aware of 

the negative consequences that events such as that night could have on any future 

efforts to foster trust with the community and bring the project forward. He 

compared Organic Power’s attitude towards those who were against the project as 

similar to the stubbornness exhibited by the French monarchs of the Bourbon 

                                                       
114 Chambers was further perplexed by the actions of some of the protesters that night who 
happened also to be landowners in the area. While openly condemning the proposal and Organic 
Power at the meeting, a number of them approached Chambers afterwards and suggested that he 
contact them about developing wind farms on their own properties when all the controversy around 
the Enniskeane proposal had “died down”.  
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Dynasty, using a quote made famous at the time whereby they were thought to 

have “learned nothing and forgotten nothing”115. This hubris and inability to engage 

with the protesters in any sort of meaningful sense worried Chambers greatly. 

Another issue that was to cause him increasing concern after the Enniskeane 

meeting was the ambiguous legal position of the land leases that they had 

negotiated with the relevant landowners. He felt that they were “skating on thin 

ice” since the agreements had not been given final approval by a solicitor and since 

they were, in effect, still selling company shares on the back of these leases he took 

issue with how the company was operating. Eventually losing faith in his colleagues’ 

ability to see the problems that, as he put it, were blatantly staring them in the face 

and he decided to leave the company he had helped to found, in 2008.  

  

8.2 The Application: Preplanning and the Environmental Impact 
Assessment 
Around the same time as events were unfolding in Enniskeane, Organic Power Ltd 

(OP) had also scheduled a pre-planning meeting with county planning officials to 

establish a common understanding between the company and the local authority as 

to what would and would not be considered acceptable. Subsequently OP 

submitted their pre-planning document to the local authority in May 2008. The 

company’s initial intention was to complete all consultation and environmental 

work by June 2008, with a mind to submitting their planning application the same 

month, as is evident in the work plan below:      

 

Work plan and resourcing for the environmental studies 
• Baseline studies commenced January 2006 
• Initial pre-planning discussions with CCC116 October 2007 
• Project defined December 2007 
• Pre-planning consultations to be completed mid May 2008 
• EIS to be completed May 2008 
• Anticipated Planning Application June 2008 

(Organic Power, 2008a: 9) 

                                                       
115 This quote has been credited to Charles Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, later known merely as 
Talleyrand. A French diplomat, who served under numerous French regimes including that of Louis 
XVI, his ability to survive the many intrigues of the French Revolution and then the Napoleonic 
dynasties ensured his fame amongst his contemporaries. 
116 Cork County Council 
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Events did not go according to plan however and the company would continue to 

experience setbacks. In an effort to allay the fears expressed by the adjudicating 

planning official, when granting temporary permission for the wind measuring mast, 

they decided to scale back the number of proposed turbines from an initial eighteen 

to fourteen117: 

 

Taking into account the above design criteria, an initial layout comprising 18 
E70118 was examined. In the light of the environmental baseline data 
implications on background noise, this was reduced to 16 number E70 prior to 
public consultation. As a result of feedback from public consultation, and 
feedback from the County Council the proposal was amended to remove 
turbines in the Newcestown locality, and adapted to minimise visual and other 
environmental impacts. The final proposal is composed of 11 number E70 
turbines and 3 number E44119 turbines, which will provide an installed capacity 
of 28MW, consistent with the lower end of the design criteria. 

(Organic Power, 2008a: 10) 
 

Their intention was to cluster these turbines in to four sites in townlands to the 

north and northeast of Enniskeane “on hilltops consistent with National Planning 

Guidelines for wind farms” (Organic Power, 2008a: 10). The number of turbines to 

be sited in each cluster eventually consisted of: 

 

• 4 turbines in Belrose Upper, a townland of Enniskeane. 

• 3 turbines, Kilnacranagh East, a townland of Enniskeane. 

• 1 turbine, Laravoolta, a townland of Enniskeane. 

• 6 turbines, Courtleigh, Farranthomas, both townlands of Newcestown. 

                                                       
117 This would have been considered a significant step by members of Organic Power. Liam Chambers 
explained that the business model adapted by the company was always to try for twenty turbines or 
more in a given planning proposal. This was due to their understanding that the cost-effectiveness of 
a project would increase or decrease subject to the number of turbines installed. This reduction in 
turbines would result in the proposal equalling 28MW of capacity, which when factoring in the 
relevant construction costs, including grid connection and underground cabling costs, would make 
the project less attractive to investors. 
118 The Enercon E-70 wind turbine is a 2MW class turbine with a rotor diameter of 70-71 metres and 
has a maximum hub height of 113 metres. It is specifically designed for areas with high wind speeds 
with a cut-out wind speed of between 28 to 34 metres per second (mps) (Enercon, 2009).  
119 The Enercon E-44 is a 900KW wind turbine with a rotor diameter of 44 metres. It is somewhat 
smaller than the E-70, with a maximum hub height of 55 metres. It too is designed for strong wind 
conditions with a cut-out wind speed of between 28mps to 34mps.  
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The map below provides a visual illustration of Organic Power’s intentions and how 

they saw the wind turbines were to be distributed across the landscape. 

 

 

Organic Power commissioned erm21c Ltd120 to carry out the environmental 

assessment work needed for the planning proposal, including the pre-planning 

document and the Environment Impact Statement (EIS). Erm21c in turn hired a 

number of consultants to carry out much of the specialist work required, including 

soils, geology and hydrology analysis; archaeological and ecological studies; noise 

pollution and electromagnetic interference issues; any health and safety 

considerations; as well as the effects the project would have on traffic and roads in 

the affected areas. The work that erm21c carried out for OP would receive special 

                                                       
120 Erm21c Ltd is a design company specialising in Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) 
management and producing Environmental Impact Statements (EIS) for the renewable energy 
sector. It is owned and operated by Organic Power’s managing director Maurice McCarthy. 

Map 9 Map of proposed wind farm with the relevant turbine sites indicated in the respective 
townlands. The River Bandon, an important game fishing river particularly for Atlantic salmon, 
frames the bottom of the map and attracts international visitors each year who come to fish its 
waters. The possible effect to tourism that the proposed turbines may have was also a concern 
repeatedly expressed by protesters. 
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mention for criticism in the planning report and was cited as having a number of 

“shortcomings” according to the council’s planning department. These will the 

analysed in further detail later in the chapter.  

 

When one considers the stakes involved, it is not surprising that the level of detail 

required from the work, when applying for a strategic infrastructural project such as 

a wind farm, is significant. Both the Pre Planning Document and the Environmental 

Impact Statement (EIS) are substantial bodies of work, in their own right, in this 

instance running to thirty seven and forty three pages respectively. While the EIS is 

obviously the more important of the two, the Pre Planning document does help to 

provide a useful “roadmap” where the applicant can show its intentions to the local 

authority, which in turn can make suggestions to the applicant at an early stage as 

to what will and will not be acceptable. Using the Government’s Environmental 

Impact Assessment Regulations 1999, the EU Birds Directive and Cork County 

Council’s own County Development Plan (CDP) 2003 as a point of departure, it took 

Organic Power a further four months beyond the scheduled completion date of May 

2008 before it had finished its work on the EIS. This was finally accomplished in 

September 2008. Comparable to Tarbert Renewable Energy Ltd and Saorgus Energy 

Ltd in earlier chapters, OP was obliged to consult with a number of local and 

national bodies and agencies in order to ensure that the project was not impacting 

on their day-to-day operations. These bodies included:  

 

1. CCC Planning Department pre-planning discussion regarding: Scope of Visual 
Analysis, Grid Connection, submission format. 
2. CCC Roads Department regarding setback distance for turbines which are at 
less than 300m removed from tertiary public roads. 
3. Irish Aviation Authority regarding Air Safety and Navigation. 
4. RTE regarding Terrestrial TV/radio propagation 
5. ESAT/O2/Meteor/An Garda Síochána regarding mobile telephony antennae.  

(Organic Power, 2008b: 7) 
 

The EIS also clearly aligned the applicant’s proposal to current EU and national 

policies on climate change, encouraging the local authority not to pursue a “Do-

Nothing Scenario”. It strengthened its argument by suggesting that the local 

authority had an opportunity to reduce national annual carbon equivalent 
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emissions by 62,000 tonnes, taken from its estimates on the wind farm proposal 

itself. Obviously this opportunity would be missed were the planning permission to 

be refused.  According to OP’s calculations:  

 

A do-nothing scenario would result in the avoidance of over €6 million in local 
revenue, and the national obligation to purchase fuel and carbon emissions 
rights worth almost €260 million, over thirty years. The only possible economic 
benefit of a do-nothing scenario is to avoid small and highly unlikely potential 
impacts on property values which in a worst case scenario would be in the 
range of [less] than €200,000121. Local economic benefits exceed improbable 
costs by a factor of 30:1, and national benefits by a factor of 1300:1. A do 
nothing scenario is not justifiable in this case from an economic perspective. 

(Organic Power, 2008b: 11) 
 

As OP saw it, when applying a cost benefit analysis to the proposal the potential 

financial benefits of the project clearly outweighed any negative environmental or 

aesthetic costs that would be incurred. This potential economic benefit would 

contrast to the more minor loss to visual amenities those living in the affected areas 

would experience. As far as OP was concerned:    

 

The proposed development does not have nor will have any serious 
detrimental permanent environmental impacts on the area or surroundings. 
The only environmental benefit from a do-nothing scenario will be in not 
changing the visual landscape. That means to preserve the views as they are, 
the value of which is very subjective, depending on the individual. The 
development does not belong to any special amenity areas and the nearest 
visible point on scenic routes is the A85 which is 5-7km away and will have very 
limited exposure to visibility of the project. The substantial environmental 
benefit of net avoidance of 62,000 tonnes of CO2 equivalent, should far 
outweigh any minor visual impacts. The project will help Ireland to become less 
dependent on oil imports for electricity production and meet its emissions 
reduction targets. Ireland is still one of the top European polluters per capita, 
and the Irish government will be paying high fines to buy their way out of not 
meeting the agreed CO2 targets imposed by Europe. 

(Organic Power, 2008b: 11) 
 

Organic Power’s optimistic position regarding the potential impacts of the wind 

farm failed to convince those local residents from the Enniskeane and Newcestown 

areas who were vehemently opposed to their plans. These residents adopted a now 

                                                       
121 These calculations were factored for house valuations at 2007 levels, when the property market 
was at the height of the housing bubble.  
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familiar model of resistance to a given planning application by forming an action 

group, Castletownkinneagh and Newcestown Action Group (CANAG), which would 

in time prove to be tenacious in their efforts to thwart OP’s plans for the area.  

 

8.3 “No Turbines In Our Community!” CANAG 
 

Tom Barry talked of the struggle of his people, that the land was part of our 
soul. We cannot lose to speculative development! 

(Galvin, 2009) 
 

Formed in 2007 when the wind farm proposal was first mooted for the area and 

prior to the Enniskeane meeting, CANAG’s operational activity can be described as 

rather reactive at best, comprising of a series of rather pragmatic responses to the 

various stages in the planning process. Intervals of dormancy were punctuated by 

periods of intense activity in response to a submission on the part of the applicant 

or a stipulation or deadline set 

down by the local authority. These 

periods of intense activity can be 

summed up as following two 

phases of opposition. The first 

coincides with the pre-planning 

efforts of the applicant both 

within the community and at an 

official level. This period can be 

termed as somewhat of a “phoney 

war” whereby any opponents to a 

proposal, who may reside in the 

area, begin to organise 

themselves. The developers and 

their opponents both gain an 

understanding of the other’s 

position at this stage. It is at this Figure 8.1 An example of a CANAG protest flier 
(Source: CANAG, 2009). 
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time that the majority of opinions for and against a proposal appear to harden. The 

second phase of opposition in turn coincides with the pre-decision making stage of 

the planning process. This is the more intensive of the two phases of opposition and 

strategies first learned during the “dress rehearsals” of the pre-planning period are 

now reapplied with more vigour.  

 

The degree of sophistication 

needed on the part of the 

opposition group to effectively carry 

out its activities during both of 

these two phases of opposition is 

substantial. This is especially so in 

terms of organisational cohesion 

around financing and time-

commitment obligations, as well as 

fostering media and political 

interest in the protest. CANAG’s 

core team of Martin Galvin, Teresa 

Flynn and Gerry O’Mahony all spoke 

of the considerable time 

commitments demanded of them 

when challenging the Enniskeane 

proposal. Much of the work carried 

out by CANAG was conducted 

outside of office hours since many of its members were in fulltime employment 

during the campaign, therefore all meetings were held in the evenings in order to 

give as many local residents as possible the opportunity to attend. While CANAG’s 

team conducted much of the planning for the protest it was down to individuals 

within the action group to carry out specified tasks and provide equipment such as 

laptops and printers when the need arose. Money was collected at the end of each 

meeting to part-pay for the expenses incurred by the core team particularly for 

planning documents and the production of information leaflets and fliers. 

Figure 8.2 An example of a CANAG poster. 
CANAG's communicative skills are clearly evident 
here, managing to convey very concisely a large 
amount of detailed information within a relatively 
low word count (Source: CANAG, 2009). 
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Convinced that the wind farm would 

be “catastrophic for the area” 

(Teresa Flynn, 2009) CANAG 

immediately set about disrupting 

OP’s efforts to develop the project. It 

was also instrumental in organising 

the two large demonstrations, both 

of which garnered considerable local 

media attention, at County Hall in 

2007 and 2009. The first 

demonstration took place shortly 

after Organic Power had hosted its 

information evenings at the Castle 

Ahan House, in Enniskeane. This 

demonstration was designed to 

cause maximum exposure for 

CANAG’s concerns to the local 

authority’s political representatives 

who were due to meet in the council chambers just after the protest started. 

Articles in the Southern Star and Cork Independent estimated the protesters 

present at between one hundred and one hundred and fifty, which is a significant 

organisational achievement when one considers the protest was held on a week-

day morning and the transport needs of the protesters travelling from the 

Newcestown area to County Hall. The campaign went into a sort of hiatus shortly 

after this initial flurry of activity, with CANAG continuing to refuse to meet with 

Organic Power. Instead it focused its efforts on developing the now defunct website 

www.canagireland.com and newsletter122 to inform its members of significant 

                                                       
122 CANAG produced three newsletters in that period, which it later made available on the group’s 
website. Articles in the newsletters ranged from vox pops with local residents, to more detailed 
articles concerning the more negative wind power debates; as well as information on upcoming 
meetings. They also produced a CD of articles that weren’t featured in the newsletter due to space-
constraints on the newsletter.    

Figure 8.3 Protest signs would appear at strategic 
locations around the village when a meeting was to 
be held. This example was positioned at the cross-
roads which dominate the centre of the village © 
Breffní Lennon, 19/03/2009. 

http://www.canagireland.com/
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developments and upcoming events. The website featured media highlights of their 

campaign and provided information on how to write a valid objection letter to the 

local authority when the inevitable planning application was to be submitted by 

Organic Power. Linkages were also made to other action groups in Ireland and 

abroad; including Mount Kid & Townlands Environmental Meitheal (MKTEM)123, the 

Irish Wind Energy Truth Alliance (IWETA), Friends of the Irish Environment and the 

American-based National Wind Watch. All four organisations featured the CANAG 

protest on their websites.  

 

CANAG’s use of the internet for both disseminating information and linking up with 

other protest groups proved very useful to many of its members especially on an 

operational basis. If a member was unable to attend a meeting he or she could keep 

abreast of the situation by logging on to the website. Peter Crossan, chairman of 

The Irish Wind Energy Truth Alliance (IWETA), was invited by CANAG to attend a 

number of their meetings and to advise them on how best to campaign against the 

planning proposal. While he attended the meetings on a voluntary basis Mr Crossan 

did get some of the money that was collected at these meetings to help pay for his 

travel expenses. Crossan’s contribution to CANAG’s campaign is seen by many as 

being invaluable, both in terms of the advice and experience he brought (Flynn, 

2009; Blake, 2009).  As one member of CANAG put it:  

 

Peter Crossan has been a tower of strength to us; we couldn’t have done it 
without him 

(Blake, 2009) 
 

However, it wasn’t until Organic Power submitted its planning application, on 16th 

February 2009, that CANAG began its second more intensive phase of the protest. 

The general feeling from many of the CANAG members at the time was that they 

had been “caught on the hop” (O’Mahony, 2009) by OP’s submission. The normal 

pattern of events which the planning process follows had lulled many of its 

members into a false sense of security whereby they presumed that OP had most 

                                                       
123 MKTEM is still campaigning against another Organic Power wind farm proposal in Ballydehob. 
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likely abandoned its efforts to apply for planning permission, given the lapse in time 

between the Castle Ahan House consultation meetings and OP’s eventual 

submission date. A well-attended public meeting was organised for the 25th of 

February in Newcestown Hall, which would become the focal point for the protest. 

The mood that night was sombre with most attendants listening intently to what 

was being said; while some asked questions relating to the planning process and 

who amongst the local landowners had in fact agreed to allow OP to build turbines 

on their land. Even at this early stage, the consensus at the top table, headed by 

Martin Galvin, was that the planning application would most likely be referred to An 

Bord Pleanála and the campaign against OP’s proposal at county level was only the 

beginning of the protest as far as they were concerned. Despite being “caught on 

the hop” the participants quickly began to organise themselves and offered 

suggestions as to how best to drive the campaign forward. One member of the 

audience suggested that a second demonstration at County Hall would help to re-

ignite interest in the protest amongst the local media. Similar in many ways to the 

campaign in Tarbert, courting the media was seen as vital if CANAG was to have any 

chance at stopping the wind farm from going ahead.  

 

With less than four weeks before the March 23rd deadline for submissions, relating 

to the proposal, CANAG organised a series of weekly meetings for local residents to 

attend; on the 4th, 12th and 19th of March respectively. CANAG members offered 

advice on how best to write valid objection letters to the local authority and 

provided paper, computer and printing equipment at the final meeting for anyone 

who may not have had access to these facilities. Once the letters were completed 

CANAG members then provided stamped addressed envelopes to the participants. 

This high level of organisation was only matched by the raw and emotive reactions 

many participants at the meetings had towards Organic Power and its planning 

application. This feeling can be summed up in the opinion of one participant who 

described the development of wind turbines in the area as “running along the 

landscape like a cancer” (O’Mahoney, 2009); a sentiment that was echoed by many 

others present. Another participant spoke of his neighbour as “a sneaky little 

bastard” who had hidden his intention to support the wind farm from him. He was 
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particularly upset as the field beside his own property was to be used as an access 

road for one of the turbines. The poignancy of another participant’s experience was 

not lost on the rest of the group present when he spoke of the categorical 

assurances he had received from a neighbour and lifelong friend, on whose land it 

was suggested that a number of the turbines were to be erected. He assured 

everyone present that his friend had not agreed to allow OP to build wind turbines 

on his land only to be told by Martin Galvin, who held up a copy of the planning 

application to prove his point, that in fact his friend had indeed signed up to the 

deal offered by OP. The look of disappointment on the elderly man’s face and 

Martin Galvin’s assurances momentarily stunned the audience into an 

uncomfortable silence.  

 

 

Whether or not it was intentionally encouraged by CANAG, the emotionally-charged 

atmosphere that was present for a majority of the meetings did appear to focus 

many the participants towards completing the task in hand. As the meetings 

progressed a spontaneous volunteerism seemed to develop amongst many of the 

Figure 8.4 Protest signage on telephone pole to the left of the photograph; seen when entering 
Newcestown village from the townland of Farranthomas to the south © Breffní Lennon, 
25/02/2009. 
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participants. If a member of CANAG’s core team was not able to carry out a 

particular task, a member from the audience would volunteer to complete it, with a 

significant number of campaign tasks being completed in this way. It was decided at 

one of the meetings that a petition of locals who were opposed to the development 

should be collected; calling to peoples’ homes or collecting signatures outside 

church gates on the Sunday mornings leading up to the deadline for submissions. 

Again volunteers amongst the audience carried this out, collecting over two 

hundred signatures opposing the planning proposal. This petition was then used 

when lobbying media and political contacts in an effort to counter Organic Power’s 

claim that a majority of people in the area were in favour of the development. Local 

radio stations, particularly C103FM was continually approached to do cover pieces 

on the protest or to counter any press releases issued by OP. Letters were written 

to the editors of a number of local newspapers and one was eventually published in 

the Irish Examiner (O’Mahony, 2009) a week before the deadline for submissions.  

 

It was against this backdrop of intense activity that Organic Power approached the 

Gaelic Athletic Association (GAA) clubs in Newcestown and Castletownkenneigh in 

early 2009, offering each club €125,000 and €75,000 respectively (the 

Castletownkenneigh club was offered less money because it had fewer members 

than Newcestown GAA.), to be drawn down over a period of five years. These 

monies were to be a “community fund package” that each community would 

receive subject to the project going ahead. Writing in the Irish Examiner on the 19th 

of March 2009, Áilín Quinlan quoted Maurice McCarthy who referred to OP’s claims 

that it had conducted; 

 

a survey with local people asking them what they would like the money to be 
spent on – they said playgrounds and children’s facilities, sports and improved 
internet access 

(McCarthy, 2009; in Quinlan, 2009a) 
 

Quinlan went on to quote McCarthy’s reaffirmation of OP’s claims that it had 

conducted a “house-to-house survey”, which suggested that 85% of interviewees 

approved of the proposal. However Tony O’Driscoll chairman of the 
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Castletownkenneigh GAA club, Ó Mathúna, seemed to contradict McCarthy’s 

assertions of an 85% approval rating for the project: 

 

We had a meeting about this in February at which we decided we would not 
take up the offer, basically because many people who are very supportive of Ó 
Mathúna are against the proposal. We want to remain neutral.  

(O’Driscoll, 2009; in Quinlan, 2009a) 
 

With the increased media attention and the decision to turn down the offer of 

Organic Power’s community funding by the two GAA clubs CANAG was now 

confident that the stage was set for a second and final media showdown with the 

company outside County Hall. This demonstration would have to be on par or even 

better attended than their 2007 protest if they were to maintain the now 

heightened media interest. After some initial debate it was agreed at the meetings 

that all collected objection letters and the petition would be handed in to county 

officials on the morning of the 23rd, while simultaneously holding a demonstration 

outside the County Hall building. As with CANAG’s first demonstration, the county’s 

local representatives were scheduled to meet that morning. The importance given, 

by many of CANAG’s members, to the perceived power local county councillors 

have in influencing what was essentially a planning decision by the local authority’s 

executive was not inconsiderable. This perception was in no way discouraged by the 

councillors who attended the CANAG meetings in Newcestown, who offered to act 

as a link between CANAG and the planner adjudicating on the Enniskeane proposal, 

or by those who spoke to the demonstrators on the 23rd. Kathleen Daly, senior 

planner with Cork County Council, went to great pains to explain that the local 

authority’s elected representatives have no influence on the day-to-day decision 

making of the planning executive. Their influence rather, lies mainly in the drafting 

of the county development plans. Given this distinction, the overt politicisation of 

planning disputes such as the Enniskeane Wind Farm proposal often lead councillors 

to give an unrealistic expectation as to what they can achieve, especially when a 

strong executive branch is present in a given local authority. The protest at County 

Hall did give CANAG a final opportunity to counter Organic Power’s assertion that 

the proposal had eighty five percent of locals approving of the development. In an 
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interview with Áilín Quinlan for the Irish Examiner, Martin Galvin who was clearly 

aiming his words at the planning officials deciding OP’s planning application, said: 

 
Organic Power claimed its proposals were accepted by 85% of residents in a 
survey they carried out – in that case why do we have more than 100 people 
out here protesting today, many of whom took time off work to be here?  

(Galvin, 2009; in Quinlan, 2009a) 
 
Whether or not the protest, or indeed the media campaign, had any direct bearing 

on the decision making of the planning officials involved in the proposal it did help 

to energise CANAG members during the post-protest period up to the date when 

the local authority would make its final decision. A number of meetings, held during 

this period, involved members talking of continuing the protest should the 

application be given permission by the county council and to the fundraising 

initiatives they would need in order to appeal to An Bord Pleanála. Despite this 

determination, however, the time leading up to the local authority’s final decision 

was still held with trepidation for all CANAG members.  

Figure 8.5 Members of CANAG protesting outside Cork County Hall, 23rd March 2009 © 
Breffní Lennon 23/3/009. 
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Figure 8.7 The CANAG protest outside Cork County Hall with local County Councillors for the 
area standing towards the front for the photographic opportunity it presented. Notice the 
freelance photographer (Denis Boyle) in the left foreground. His photographs would later 
appear in local newspaper reports of the event © Breffní Lennon 23/3/009. 

Figure 8.6 View of the CANAG protest from inside County Hall. In the foreground officials are 
launching Muintir Na Tíre’s "Pride In Our Community" competition and it went ahead despite 
the protest outside. There was some interaction between those attending the launch and the 
protesters. The couple in the centre are looking outside, somewhat oblivious to the speaker. 
Local representatives were especially keen to be seen at both events © Breffní Lennon 23/3/009. 
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8.4 Cork County Council’s Planning Decision 
It would take just of over two weeks, from the submissions deadline, for Cork 

County Council to decide on the Enniskeane Wind Farm proposal. Despite making a 

note of his initial negative impressions, conveyed during the preplanning stage of 

the proposal and previously when granting temporary planning permission for the 

wind measuring mast124 (Planning No. 06/6934), the adjudicating planning official 

expressed a desire to adopt “a positive approach to the principle of the proposal” 

(Cork County Council, 2009b: 2) in his twenty page planning report. Organic Power 

had written to the council highlighting their misgivings regarding the continual 

vandalism of their signage, stating that they had to replace fifty three site notices 

“on a repetitive basis” (Organic Power, 2009). OP provided photographic evidence 

of the malicious tampering, which included: 

 

• Removing the laminated pouches from the boards 
• Throwing them on the hedgerows and into ponds and streams 
• Taking a blunt instrument to the site notice and trying to remove it 

from the tree that it was securely attached to 
(Organic Power, 2009) 

 

The local authority acknowledged this very deliberate vandalism of the applicant’s 

site notices, but was satisfied that the proposal was valid and that all site notices 

were in place when the county’s Area Engineer carried out his inspection. There 

were, however, a number of shortcomings with the planning application itself, most 

importantly the Environmental Impact Statement125 (EIS) that was submitted with 

Organic Power’s application. These shortcomings included:  

 

• Non-technical summary too short: it does not describe the general 
environmental impacts; 

                                                       
124 In fact, when granting the planning permission, Cork County Council clearly stated that the 
monopole was to be completely dismantled once the three year permission had elapsed because 
“structure of this type is not acceptable in this location on a permanent basis” (Cork County Council, 
2006: 2). Such language should have raised greater alarm bells within the Organic Power executive. 
125 Fehily Timoney & Company (FTC) had initially been approached by Liam Chambers during the 
early stages of the project to carry out the work eventually conducted by erm21c, but they decided 
against representing OP due to the “complicated nature of the project” (O’Regan, 2009). 
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• Policy based on superseded County Development Plan 2003; 
o does not identify all 3rd party property (including sites with 

current Permission); 
o does not present a full cumulative ZVI126: Barna Wind Energy 

Scheme omitted (05/) to north. 
• ZVI mapping scale too small and blurred; 
• mapping does not show clearly the proximity and distance of property 

relative to WTG’s127 (noise & shadow flicker) or include ground level 
information / contour lines; 

• Photomontage locations in the immediate surrounds of the scheme i.e. 
up to 1km inadequate.  

(Cork County Council, 2009b: 1) 
 
Such serious shortcomings are quite startling when one considers the amount of 

money that Organic Power is reputed to have spent in applying for planning 

permission for the Enniskeane proposal, which according to Liam Chambers totalled 

in the region of some €400,000. Whether or not erm21c Ltd was employed by 

Organic Power in an effort to save on costs is unclear, but it did prove to be an 

expensive decision on OP’s part128.  

 
Another significant factor influencing the local authority’s consideration of the 

proposal was the now changed circumstances under which the application could be 

scrutinised given: 

 
the previous, now superseded, Policy Objective in the CDP129 2003130 in relation 
to Wind Energy proposals has been adjusted to reflect national guidelines and 
local circumstances. The new Policy Objective includes 3 additional new criteria 
to be considered in relation to wind energy proposals:  

• proximity and sensitivity of a recognised settlement; 
• impact on archaeology and historic structures; 
• impact on nature conservation in particular avoiding designated and 

proposed European sites.  
(Cork County Council, 2009b: 2/3) 

                                                       
126 Zone of Visual Influence (ZVI) 
127 Wind Turbine Generators (WTGs) 
128 During interview, Liam Chambers was very critical of Organic Power’s decision to choose company 
directors to carry out the work, especially when they turned out to be “not as expert as I presumed 
them to be” (Chambers, 2010). This might explain some of OP’s failings, since the learning curve 
experienced by the company would obviously have been steeper than other more experienced 
operators.  
129 County Development Plan. 
130 Organic Power’s strategy towards relying on the 2003 CDP as a guideline for their application 
proved to be unwise. The Draft County Development Plan 2007 was available on the local authority’s 
website during OP’s pre-planning preparations and the intentions of the local authority would most 
likely have been conveyed to OP at the time.  
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The shortcomings of the applicant’s EIS, most notably in relation to the mapping 

that failed to show clearly the proximity of the wind turbine generators (WTGs) 

relative to new and existing settlements, was obviously in clear breach of the new 

criteria set out in the 2009 County Development Plan (CDP). Cork County Council 

wrote that while the proposal lay outside the local authority’s preferred area for 

wind farms this would not be an impediment to development since it did not fall 

within areas deemed strategically unsuitable either. So, already familiar with the 

landscape character and general geography of the area, the planning official for the 

local authority carried out his investigation of the proposed sites on the 1st April 

2009, describing the visibility as “excellent”. As he states in his report: 

 

I then read all the objection letters, other representations, and examined the 
plans and particulars, including the EIS. My evaluation and assessment is 
grounded around S.34 of the Planning & Development Act 2000131 (as 
amended).  

(Cork County Council, 2009b: 2) 
 

The official observed that while there were one hundred and fifty two valid 

objection letters submitted to the council against the proposal, there was not a 

single letter in favour of the development in the county’s file. He also referred to 

the applicant’s public opinion survey, highlighting that it only asked respondents in 

general terms to renewable energy and the Enniskeane area and lacked depth in its 

questioning. It is interesting to note that while the majority of objection letters 

were written by individuals or families there was only one club or organisation that 

raised objection, the Coppeen Enniskeane & Newcestown Gun Club132. No 

businesses voiced their concerns, most likely adopting a similar stance to the GAAs 

                                                       
131 S.34 of the Planning and Development Act 2000 refers to Section 34 (Permission for 
development), which can be found on pages 55 to 61 of the act. 
132 At a number of the Newcestown meetings members of the gun club expressed their concern 
regarding the negative impact the turbines may have on the nesting sites of one of their quarry 
birds, the woodcock, during the construction and operational phases of development. Sharing similar 
views to Birdwatch Ireland, regarding the impacts WTGs may have on the migratory flight-paths of 
this bird species and other wildfowl, Des Crofton of the NARGC, which represents a majority of gun 
club members in the country, said that while they supported renewable energy as a response to 
climate change, care was needed when building wind turbines since many of the migratory birds 
following the western palearctic flyways are “sight and fly-path loyal and cannot calibrate for 
changes in traditional flight-paths” (Crofton, 2009). 
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in the area and so remained neutral. Also, four of those who submitted objection 

letters reside in the UK suggesting at least some of Newcestown’s residents live 

rather interconnected, globalised lifestyles and who know other people in different 

jurisdictions who are willing to share their concerns for what was proposed for their 

locality. These concerns included: 

 

noise, shadow flicker, visual impact, damage to tourism / economy, house 
values, loss of TV / mobile phone reception, human health impacts, ecology, 
flower and fauna, affect on livestock / farming, density of population 
incompatible with wind farm, poor wind regime, cultural heritage, dividing 
community spirit, blades falling off, affect horses, hydrology, traffic impacts, 
affect local business, cumulative effects, conflicts with policy, WTG too tall, and 
affect on watercourses.   

(Cork County Council, 2009b: 13) 
 

As well as taking into consideration the concerns expressed in the objection letters, 

the planning official was also mindful that the requests for further information were 

still being sought by departments within his own local authority. Both the 

Environment Department and the Heritage Unit still needed clarification on the 

potential impacts to water quality, archaeology and wildlife species occurring in the 

area, despite what was submitted in the applicant’s EIS. Representations were also 

made to the local authority from a number of the government bodies, and affiliates, 

including An Taisce, the Department of Environment Heritage & Local Government 

and the Fisheries Board all requesting more comprehensive assessments of the 

potential impacts of the proposed wind farm. 

 

In assessing the application the planning official focused on the following nine 

criteria: 

 

• The sensitivity of landscape 

• The scale, size and layout of the project  

• Visual Impact, from nine viewpoints in the proposed area 

• Nature conservation 

• Environmental Impacts, including noise and shadow flicker of the WTGs   

• The visual impacts of all associated infrastructure   
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• Proximity and sensitivity of recognised settlements 

• Impact on archaeology and historic structures   

• Impact on designated and proposed European sites   

 

The sensitivity of landscape was considered high due to the relatively open 

topography of the area offering a wide visibility within a five kilometre radius of the 

proposed wind farm. This would have a “very prominent impact” (Cork County 

Council, 2009b: 16) on the landscape. In addition, the scale, size and layout of 

project was deemed to be dispersed over a large area and “overall, the layout is 

random, and relates strongly to availability of lands as opposed to landform” (Cork 

County Council, 2009b: 16). Of the nine viewpoints submitted by the applicant 

relating to visual impact, the planning official agreed with five out of OP’s nine 

descriptions.  The rest were considered to have a greater impact than the applicant 

had described them, being out of scale or overbearing, relative to the topography of 

the area. Tellingly, the ninth photomontage was considered “unhelpful”. Regarding 

the nature conservation and European sites issues, Cork County Council referred to 

the Heritage Unit’s request for further information about the presence of any Annex 

1 species in the affected area, which had not been forthcoming in the applicant’s 

EIS. It was also estimated that a total of eight properties, the majority of which were 

less than five hundred metres from a turbine, would be impacted upon in some way 

from the noise or shadow flicker generated from the installations. The planning 

official also expressed concerns as to whether the application had sufficient 

authority over the lands needed to install the associated infrastructure and foresaw 

problems arising with the wind farm in the future, given that a grid connection  was 

not confirmed and would be the dependent upon a separate application.    

 

The planning official concluded by reiterating the point that the topography of the 

area affected by the proposal was unsubtle for large scale WTGs and such a project 

would not be in keeping with national guidelines. He was also unconvinced that the 

problems with the proposal could be resolved with smaller height turbines, given 

the substantial visual impacts the wind farm would still make on the landscape. 
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Given these deliberations he recommended refusing planning permission for the 

following reasons: 

 

The proposed development by reason of its scale, extent, and dispersed layout 
within a populated lowland rural location and in close proximity to the 
designated village settlements at Newcestown and Castletown would seriously 
injure the amenities of property in around the vicinity of these settlements and 
compounded by the excessive overall height of the WTG’s being entirely out-of-
scale with the receiving landscape the proposal seriously conflicts with Policy 
Objective INF 7-4c of the County Development Plan 2009 and the proposal is 
therefore contrary to the proper planning and sustainable development of the 
area.  

(Cork County Council, 2009b: 19) 
 

The council’s decision was greeted with jubilation from CANAG’s members who felt 

vindicated by the news. This joy, however, was tempered with the realisation that 

Organic Power had four weeks to appeal the decision, which would then have seen 

the proposal go to An Bord Pleanála (ABP). No one in CANAG was really prepared 

for that given the financial cost of fighting the proposal at ABP level was estimated 

by Martin Galvin to run into the several tens of thousands of euro. There was 

widespread relief on 7th May, when CANAG learned that Organic Power would not 

be appealing Cork County Council’s decision. CANAG had won. 

 

8.5 Conclusions 
This chapter has looked at how the issue of trust, or the distinct lack of it, has been 

a significant factor for those rural dwellers impacted by wind farm proposals in their 

area. While conducting the fieldwork for this case study Ragnar Löfstedt’s (2005) 

notion of the “post-trust society” continually came to mind, given his contention 

that there persists to be an unceasing litany of factors that continue to erode public 

confidences in traditional government, institutional and business networks, 

especially regarding issues around the environment, health and religion. Over the 

course of the fieldwork national orthodoxies, such as the banking and property 

sectors, were beginning to spiral into freefall as a result of the 2008 Financial Crisis 

and anger over government inaction and perceptions of cronyism crept into 
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conversations centred around the immediate concerns of the wind farm proposal, 

giving a rather charged atmosphere to some of the CANAG meetings.   

 

Organic Power’s inability to engage in what Löfstedt refers to as “risk 

communication” saw initial attempts to foster a relationship of trust with the local 

community degenerate into an escalating cycle of entrenchment and retrenchment 

for both parties in the dispute. While it was not entirely the fault of the developer, 

since the adversarial nature of the planning process does not always lend itself to 

promoting cooperation considering the stakes can be so high. Nonetheless, the 

majority of blame for this escalating negative cycle does indeed lie with them. The 

stubbornness exhibited on the part of Organic Power, both in its testing of local 

authority planning guidelines and towards the community in and around 

Newcestown. While, it was matched by some within CANAG it was more in OP’s 

interest to engage in a more open and consolatory manner given the circumstances. 

The insistence that the company rely on its “representative” survey only 

engendered greater ill-feeling within the community it professed to have engaged 

with, a factor that was not lost on the planning official adjudicating on the proposal. 

Once the company had lost the trust of the local community it was impossible to get 

it back and the offer of monies to the local sporting organisations at such a late 

stage in the process only further angered those opposed to the development, 

calling it nothing more than a bribe. Again, this did not represent any type of 

meaningful engagement with the community. 

 

This chapter also offered a number of insights into the multi-relational dynamics in 

action within a community once a company proposes to develop a natural resource 

in the area. Old animosities come to the surface and friendships can become 

strained in response to the hardening of positions neighbours invariably end up 

taking when adopting a position for or against such developments. While NIMBYism 

can be a factor as to why local communities resist such proposals, it is by no means 

the dominant reason. Organic Power appeared on the face of it to act on the 

presumption that NIMBYism was driving a small minority to protest against the 

proposal, while the majority of local people were either largely indifferent or 
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secretly in favour of the plan; an assumption that led to disastrous results on its 

part. The damage to its reputation in the area will linger long after this proposal has 

been forgotten. Also, this type of dispute is by no means specific to the 

communities of rural west Cork but as Löfstedt states, the: 

 

The public’s lack of trust in regulators, industry officials and opinion-formers is 
[very much] manifested in the difficulty of siting and building industrial plants, 
whether with or without environmental impact, such as chemical plants and 
wind power parks. 

(Löfstedt, 2005: 4) 
 

A more plausible explanation to NIMBYism, as to why local resistances to a given 

proposal can become so strident, may be developed around the rubric of “defensive 

localism”, a concept developed from writings on urban poverty (Weir, 1993; 1994), 

delinquency and urban youth gang behaviours (Adamson, 2000), local responses to 

globalised agri-food systems (Winters, 2003), labour politics in Spain (Fischman, 

2004) and the limits to local autonomy and power in municipal governments 

(Barron and Frug, 2005). Described as “the defence of local power in order to 

preserve the status quo” (Barron and Frug, 2005: 262) defensive localism can 

explain some of the dynamics and responses local communities have to powerful, 

mobile forces usually beyond their control. Indeed, many of the narratives on 

defensive localism are mirrored in Devine-Wright, and others, efforts to interpret 

such conflicts in terms of place attachment and similar such strategies designed to 

resist change in one’s locality. Both approaches certainly illuminate much of the 

multi-relational dynamics that constitute such conflicts, but as we have seen in this 

thesis we need to view these disputes within the wider contexts that inform them. 

 

CANAG was in many ways ultimately powerless to the numerous externalities at 

play, such as the planning authority’s decision-making processes and the renewable 

energy policies that flowed from the European Union to its locality. Despite these 

externalities the group remained strictly localised in its focus, refusing to engage in 

wider debates over the relative merits for and against wind energy in a general 

sense, but rather concentrated on the inherently local consequences the proposal 

would have on the community. This focus allowed for a strong dynamic to emerge 
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which further strengthened the localised worldviews and relationships within the 

group, in order to meet head on the perceived threat that Organic Power came to 

represent. Martin Galvin’s references to the exploits of former West Cork guerrilla 

leader Tom Barry and to the land being “part of the soul of local people”, especially 

for those opposed to the proposal (as noted on page 221), stirred up strong 

emotional responses from many of those present at the CANAG meetings, and 

illustrates the potent, locally-specific reactions that can arise from the defensive 

impulses that emerge when a perceived threat appears to challenge the established 

status quo.  
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Chapter Nine 

Conclusion 
 

 

 

 

 

In the order of literature, as in others, there is no act that is not the coronation 
of an infinite series of causes and the source of an infinite series of effects. 

Jorge Luis Borges (1952) 
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9.0 Introduction 

 

Research that can unpick the dynamic subjectivities that frame wind farm 
disputes may offer insights capable of overcoming the current policy impasse. 

(Ellis et al., 2007: 524) 
 

This thesis has sought to understand public policy, on renewable energy, within the 

conceptual framework of it functioning as a network of flows. The notion of 

turbulence was then employed to explain how these complex mobilities, inherent in 

the multi-level governance networks that comprise the European Union, can be 

susceptible to instances of dislocation. Turbulence and entropy arise when a 

disruptive event occurs to inhibit the systems of flow within these mobile networks. 

Recent EU policy initiatives on energy have seen a move towards greater integration 

of the regulating networks in the trading bloc, with an emphasis on fostering 

indigenous low-carbon energy sources. At the same time, there has also been a 

growing recognition for the need to move to more diversified and dynamic energy 

portfolios that are able to meet the specific challenges of climate change and 

energy security. 

 

Energy is a vital component in modern socio-environmental networks and our 

preoccupation with it is set to increase as we accelerate the technology shift 

towards renewable energy sources. How we utilise the energy currently at our 

disposal has also become increasingly problematic, as climate science has shown. 

Our understanding of the detrimental environmental consequences that result from 

how we exploit carbon-based energy (now more than ever) is informing the ways in 

which society needs to restructure for the post peak-oil future. Renewable energies 

will undoubtedly be essential to that future with wind powered electricity taking on 

a key role, especially in the short to medium term. These structural changes are also 

challenging how we view space, particularly the rural upland landscapes where a 

majority of wind turbines have been sited to date. It has been within this highly-

spatialised industry versus nature paradigm that wind farms have been 

contextualised and contested. These contestations, in turn, have been played out in 

the local communities ultimately affected by European wind energy policy and have 
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been framed as exercises in NIMBYism on the part of the protesters. This 

assessment has itself been critiqued in recent years and researchers have 

increasingly tried to move beyond such assessments in an effort to explore the 

hidden transcripts that inform the multi-faceted and often complex reasons local 

people have for entering into conflict with national and EU policies. 

 

9.1 Lessons Learned: The Thesis 
This effort to understand those hidden transcripts that determine the success or 

failure of wind farm developments on the rural landscapes of west Cork and north 

Kerry has informed how this research project examined critical discourses around 

wind energy and its spatial and socio-environmental contestations. By employing 

this approach this thesis has achieved three notable appreciations of the processes 

at work. 

 

First, it has shown how the policy frameworks operated by contemporary Member 

States of the European Union are often fluid, complex negotiated affairs that are 

subject to change as legislation moves through these multi-level governance 

networks. This mobility provides the opportunity to interpret these policies as 

operating within systems of flow, whereby a particular policy must move through a 

series of ‘sluice-gates’ (governments and regulators) before impacting on the local 

populations for whom it was intended. This flow, however, like all movements of 

fluid (and indeed gas) are subject to turbulence, either from those regulating the 

rates of flow or from those who are its recipients. Once we acknowledge that 

turbulences can occur, we must then try to understand the causal factors that 

contribute to creating such phenomena. Turbulence in a flow system can be created 

by either an external force, or from sites of entropy within the system itself, 

illustrating its complexity. In terms of policy, turbulence is very often the result of 

agency on the part of individuals or groups of actors negotiating and interpreting 

the flow. This theoretical framework has proved extremely useful in understanding 

the complex processes that go into EU policy cycles. This thesis has shown that 

crises within the policy cycle may occur from a single event or a series of influencing 
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factors, ranging from an ideological narrative that informs a policy as it is created at 

supranational level; to neighbourly animosities at the local level where it is 

implemented. It should also be noted that the likelihood for turbulence increases 

when analysts ignore the multi-relational elements that constitute contemporary 

dynamic, mobile policy systems. This type of analysis allows for an in-depth study to 

take place that follows the policy chain from supranational to local levels and 

demonstrates how highly contested, localised exchanges around a particular 

proposal can have unforeseen negative feedbacks that can influence a policy’s final 

outcome. 

 

Secondly, not only is mobility, as Cresswell (2006: 3) argues, “just as spatial – as 

geographical – and just as central to the human experience of the world, as place”, 

it also shares a dynamic, multi-dimensional relationship with place. Indeed, both 

mobility and place have informed and influenced each other, as was seen in the 

case studies found in this thesis, where we saw evidence of highly-localised places 

being impacted by globalised supranational policy flows. We also saw how this 

relationship is by no means one way, but rather as Giddens suggests:    

 

The globalising tendencies of modernity are simultaneously extensional and 
intensional - they connect individuals to large-scale systems as part of complex 
dialectics of change at both local and global poles. 

(Giddens, 1990: 177) 
 
We saw how local people were far from passive actors or mere NIMBY naysayers, 

but were in fact highly-engaged and globally aware in their efforts to resist change 

within their locality, often using some of the instruments of the globalisation 

process against wind developers. We also saw how complex policy flows can be. 

Not only do they have a multi-dimensional relationship with place, but they have 

the same complex relationships with other flows in the multi-level governance 

network. Other EU policies, such as those concerned with biodiversity and habitat, 

can directly impact on local and (supra)national planning and energy policy, which 

in turn affect how they themselves are implemented creating outcomes unforeseen 

by the actors (re)negotiating these flows. 
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Thirdly, Wolsink (2007), Wüstenhagen et al. (2007) and others are correct: 

NIMBYism does not adequately explain why local people resist wind farm 

developments in their area, while at the same time accept the need for wind energy 

in a general sense. It is a factor, which can be explained by Spaargaren and van 

Vliet’s (2000) study into the effects of consumption and lifestyles choices on the 

environment, but it is not the dominant consideration. The concept of defensive 

localism, as a means of explaining manifest responses to place in highly mobile 

(supra)national socio-environmental flows, and more specifically the reactions to 

the perceived threats that these mobilities engender, is worth further exploration. 

This is especially relevant within the context of the increasingly fluid, multi-

dimensional mobile relationships that constitute many contemporary ruralities. At 

the very least it can be used to complement our understanding of place protective 

actions, as raised by Devine-Wright (2009), recognising the need to explore the role 

emotional attachment plays in such disputes. Understanding conflicts through the 

emotional attachment people have to a place (as it informs an individual’s sense of 

self or identity) recognises the complexity that lies at the heart of these disputes 

and, as Devine-Wright suggests, provides a: 

 

guide for future research, notably how different protagonists seek to anchor 
and objectify change, for example when projects are framed by opponents as 
‘industrializing’ hitherto ‘natural’ places, and how such interpretations are 
adopted by local residents, interacting with place attachment to produce 
emotional, evaluative and behavioural responses. 

(Devine-Wright, 2009: 437) 
 

 As Wolsink (2007) has argued, local resistances to wind farms cannot be dismissed 

as the egotistical motives of a vocalised minority, but rather issues around equity 

and fairness in decision-making, by both regulators and the companies attempting 

to engage with local communities, consistently came to the fore in my discussions 

with protesters. The need, as Wolsink suggests, for institutional changes that 

generate meaningful engagement and trust, while difficult, are required at the 

implementation stages of a policy flow. It is no longer appropriate, or productive, to 

ignore the educated, highly-mobile and locally-engaged communities that occupy 
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the rural spaces where policy-makers intend to site wind turbines. The case studies 

have shown that a top-down form of risk communication (Löfstedt, 2005), rather 

than a dialogue-driven approach, can prove unsuccessful as in the case at 

Enniskeane. While the Tarbert case study showed, rightly or wrongly, that the 

majority of local people there were not convinced a wind farm was the fairest and 

most rewarding (in terms of employment) investment/development opportunity for 

the area. Fighting the wind farm on the basis of potential future employment 

prospects from a different type of development (in their case a deep-sea port) may 

appear foolhardy to some, but at the same time it reflects a highly motivated, 

locally-aware population willing to fight the proposal on these grounds. 

 

These three findings are important, if policy-makers are to fully understand their 

role as actors who both regulate and are subject to the processes that comprise 

their work, in order to minimise turbulences. This is especially pertinent considering 

the limited timeframe and resources we have to get things right, as cheap oil 

becomes a thing of the past. Also, when we consider the growing importance that 

the renewable energy sector will have in this post peak-oil future, along with the 

greater socio-environmental enmeshments that will occur as we move deeper into 

the technology shift towards renewables, the continued global/local responses to 

the challenges of climate change and energy security will ultimately decide how 

society is to be structured. 

 

9.2 Conclusion: Ireland’s Energy Question and the Natural Contract 
There is also growing recognition the substantial role renewable energy will take in 

this post peak-oil low-carbon future both for the environmental and energy 

challenges mentioned earlier, but also as a means to reinvigorate the flagging global 

economy still reeling from the effects brought on by the 2008 Financial Crisis (Fitz 

Gerald and Valeri, 2009; EEA, 2010; White et al., 2010; ZhongXiang, 2010). 

Contributing to this debate, Micheál Martin (leader of Fianna Fáil and outgoing 

Minister for Foreign Affairs in the last government) talked as much in an interview 

given days before his party was to lose the 2011 Irish general election held last 
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February. His comments seemed to mark a growing political consensus that 

renewable energy will have a significant role to play in the eventual recovery of the 

Irish economy. 

 

Energy, I predict, as we come through this recession will be the biggest issue 
and potential challenge to sustainable growth in this country over the next 
number of decades. Being part of a European-wide energy system is the key 
here. That was one of the reasons why I was so strong on the Lisbon Treaty, 
because it gave extra competence and capacity to Europe on the energy 
question. We saw what happened to some European states when Russia did 
certain things over a year and a half ago, so Europe is very focused on this in 
terms of ensuring European-wide energy security for the future of the 
European economy, including Ireland. What I think it really underlines for us is 
the need to go much stronger and faster in relation to renewable energy and 
alternative sources of energy. 

(Micheál Martin TD, 2011) 
 

However, given the mercurial nature of political debates this consensus may change 

considering given the highly influential ESRI’s publication A Review of Irish Energy 

Policy two months later133. The report’s contention that the deepening economic 

recession in Ireland, along with the exceptionally high cost accessing capital that the 

Irish government must now endure, will:  

 

greatly reduce the need for further new electricity generation over the coming 
decade. In turn, by reducing the overall size of the electricity system below the 
level that had been anticipated by 2020, a lower level of renewable generation 
will be required to meet current targets. 

(Fitz Gerald, 2011: 11) 
 

                                                       
133 Only recently the current Minister for Environment, Phil Hogan, backtracked significantly on the 
previous government’s commitment to reducing this country’s carbon emissions. A move that will, if 
implemented, have a negative impact on Ireland’s renewable energy strategy long into the future. 
Despite giving a firm commitment in its programme for government to “publish a Climate Change Bill 
which will provide certainty surrounding Government policy and provide a clear pathway for 
emissions reductions in line with negotiated EU 2020 targets” (Department of the Taoiseach, 2011: 
59) the current minister has clearly shown that this consensus is by no means unanimous with the 
debate again having shifted away from environmental concerns, and instead towards prioritising 
traditional economic structures. By adhering to pressure from vested interests in the farming and 
transport sectors (constituencies he has actively courted) the minister has proven to be “not only 
deeply misguided, but also negligent and even reckless in terms of actually achieving a transition to 
the low carbon economy he ostensibly favours” (The Irish Times, 2011: 17). While the debate has not 
yet concluded there is a distinct possibility that the government, in an effort to compromise in light 
of the current financial crisis, may hinder this country’s ability to make the technological shift 
towards a low-carbon economy, and possibly consign it further years of economic and social 
uncertainty. 
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Despite expressing optimism for a return to growth in the short term, citing Bergin 

et al. (2010) and Devitt et al. (2010)134 Fitz Gerald predicts it will not be enough to 

compensate for the massive fiscal losses incurred between 2008 and 2010. This 

cheerless assessment of the Irish economy for the coming years up to 2020 is 

tempered slightly by the suggestion that onshore wind capacity (as the most cost-

effective renewable energy source at present) should still grow relatively well 

despite the difficulties experienced in other parts of the economy. Fitz Gerald adds 

another cautionary note to this analysis by suggesting that the disparities in the 

support mechanisms offered in both Ireland and the United Kingdom may become 

problematic in an all-island electricity context. Higher supports for wind energy 

providers in Northern Ireland may result in greater costs to consumers in the 

Republic of Ireland, a situation we may find some difficulty in sustaining.  

 

Other commentators within the ESRI have gone so far as to suggest halting all 

investment into wind energy, given the current financial crisis (Richard Tol on Prime 

Time, 2010), and questions the fundamental economics of our wind energy 

strategy. By suggesting that subsidising the industry through the REFIT scheme is 

inherently bad for the Irish economy Tol argues that these subsidies do not stay 

within the economy, but rather are used to finance the foreign wind-based 

industries that supply this market with the turbines and other equipment needed 

for development. Surely this has more to do with how this government incentivises 

indigenous wind industry manufacturing, than how the energy itself is subsidised as 

part of the overall electricity market? There is an argument for looking again at how 

the wind energy sector is structured in this country, given its current design may not 

necessarily contribute to the sustainable growth TDs like Micheál Martin would 

wish for, or energy and carbon reduction targets ultimately expected of them 

(Lovell et al., 2009), as this thesis has shown. 

 

By focusing solely on the financial aspects this type of analysis, while useful, also has 

its critics since it is essentially “focused solely on efficiency and technological 

                                                       
134 Both are ESRI reports. 
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solutions through a technocratic and corporatist style of policymaking” (Schlosberg 

and Rinfret, 2008: 268). While scholars like Schlosberg and Rinfret are writing 

predominantly about the United States, such modes of thinking are never far from 

the policy agendas of the European Union, as we have seen in relation to feed-in 

tariffs. Considering the varying outcomes renewable (most notably wind) energy 

policy has achieved across Member States, this contention can be said to hold some 

merit. Christoff’s (1996) argument that this type of narrowly defined analysis 

provides for a minimum of change in corporate and political structures, or positive 

ecological outcomes, remains as pertinent today as it did some fifteen years ago 

and it needs to be considered with regards to current energy strategies if real 

economic recovery and socio-environmental advancements are to be made.  

The persistent adherence to weak environmental governance across the European 

Union, which submits to normative technocratic imperatives over socio-

environmental concerns, suggests a continuance of the business as usual paradigm 

for policy makers. It also explains why we have not seen the radical technology shift 

needed to protect and maintain the gains made in standards of living that have 

resulted from cheap oil. This rather depressing assessment is all the more apparent 

when we consider that the majority of actors responsible for devising and 

implementing public policy before the 2008 Financial Crisis still remain in positions 

of influence and are now responsible for designing Ireland’s economic recovery. 

Since the foundation of the state, Ireland’s policy makers have remained reflexively 

technocratic in their approach to issues of national concern and this normative 

mindset will not serve us well considering the challenges we are now starting to 

face. The importance policy makers must place on building effective environmental 

governance structures will have to increase if we are move towards effective 

economic sustainability with real socio-environmental justice. 

 

Environmental governance is shaped by contradictory global imperatives for 
localization and globalization, which in turn raise important theoretical and 
practical questions of scale and interaction. Locally felt uncertainties are 
particularly significant in this context. The concrete institutionalization of 
mechanisms of participation should be assessed according to precise criteria of 
inclusion and deliberation. At the local level, especially, the democratic form 
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and content of decentralization, devolution, and participation remains open to 
debate and requires further investigation. 

(Schachhuber, 2004) 
 

Innes and Booher (2004; 2010) propose greater collaboration between institutions, 

industry and the communities affected, as a possible solution to the increased 

complexity found in contemporary planning issues, given the obvious failures of so-

called “public participation” models which tend to “pit citizens against each other” 

(2004: 419). They suggest structures that encourage greater opportunities for 

meaningful dialogue and exchange are necessary.  

 

When an inclusive set of citizens can engage in authentic dialogue where all are 
equally empowered and informed and where they listen and are heard 
respectfully and when they are working on a task of interest to all, following 
their own agendas, everyone is changed. They learn new ideas and they often 
come to recognize that others’ views are legitimate. They can work through 
issues and create shared meanings as well as the possibility of joint action. They 
can learn new heuristics. 

(Innes and Booher, 2004: 428) 
 

Such collaborative processes have significant transformative powers, enabling 

participants to “understand each other’s perspectives and in most cases build 

considerable trust” (Innes and Booher, 2004: 428). This collective effort can have 

significant transformative powers as Krauss (2010) has shown in Germany and is in 

contrast to the rather dismal experiences both industry actors and local 

communities have had to endure here, with the more common scenario of hosting 

information meetings and the limited dialogues that pass for “public engagement”. 

Referring to Healey (1997; 1998) and others’ writings on “institutional capacity” 

Innes and Booher describe how social, intellectual and political capital can combine 

to transform civic engagement processes. 

 
As this capital grows and spreads through collaboration into interlocking circles 
and networks, the civic capacity of a society grows and participants become 
more knowledgeable and competent, and believe more in their ability to make 
a difference. 

(Innes and Booher, 2004: 428) 
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Clearly, this has to be a better approach than the current, rather disengaged, 

technocratic and regulatory stance taken by governments, both at local and 

(supra)national levels. Relying on industry actors, no matter how progressive or 

“green” they may profess to be, is clearly not the most efficient or indeed 

appropriate way to consolidate new technology shifts away from traditional fossil 

fuel use, since some of the socio-environmental justice issues that come with oil 

and gas exploitation are in turn replicated with wind energy generation. This is 

especially true when we consider society’s changing consciousness towards the 

local and global processes that are involved in all aspects to human life on Earth, an 

awareness largely brought about by the socio-environmental debates of the past 

fifty years or so.  

 

In his book, The Natural Contract (1992), Michel Serres uses the metaphor of the 

ship to describe his understanding of globality. Just like planet Earth, the ship is a 

self-contained, self-functioning unit, but at the same time remains fragile and 

vulnerable to potential outbursts of violence and the effects of unregulated 

pollution. Those sailors on board are bound to what he terms the natural contract, 

whereby liveable space is defined within the confines of the ship itself and the sea 

beyond enforces a certain level of self-control and discipline by way of its constant 

threat of drowning. Just in the same way as the cosmos defines our understanding 

of the spatial limitations of planet Earth, so too does this natural contract re-assert 

itself as our understanding of our place on the planet becomes truly global. Current 

debates on climate change, energy security and the emergence of renewable 

energy technologies reaffirms the presence of this natural contract just at a time 

when we started to see ourselves as possibly beyond-Nature. 
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Appendix A 

Interviews 
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O'Regan, James (2008) Wind Farm Developer and Farmer. Interview conducted 18 
March. 

Kingston, Pat (2008) Co-owner, Currabue Windfarm. Interview conducted 21 
March. 

McCarthy, Seán (2008) KLADEA (now defunct anti-wind group). Interview 
conducted 08 June. 

Conlon, Fergal (2008) Manager, West Cork Community Partnership. Interview 
conducted 08 July.  

O'Sullivan, Finbarr (2008) Manager of energy project, West Cork Community 
Partnership. Interview conducted 08 July. 

McCarthy, Maurice (2008) Managing Director, Organic Power Ltd. and erm21c Ltd. 
Interview conducted 18 July.  

Barton, Colin (2008) Environmental Consultant, Cork Ecology Ltd. Interview 
conducted 22 July.         

Fisher, Cathy (2008) Heritage Officer Kerry County Council. Interview conducted 22 
July.  

O'Donovan, Christine (2008) Training Co-ordinator/Business Adviser, The West Cork 
Enterprise Board Ltd. Interview conducted 15 October. 

McCarthy, Martin (2008) Wind Engineer, SEAI Renewable Energy Information 
Office. Interview conducted 21 October. 

O'Brien, Dearbhla (2008) Customer Relations Officer, EirGrid. Interview conducted 
10 November. 

O'Sullivan, Jon (2008) Manager, Operations Policy & Performance, EirGrid. 
Interview conducted 10 November. 

Barnes, Nigel (2008) Anti-wind campaigner and author of An Ill Wind – An Objection 
Against Windfarms in Ireland. Interview conducted 07 November.  

Gargan, Quentin (2008) Ecologics / Green Party candidate / Bantry Concerned 
Action Group Interview conducted 11 November. 

Cunningham, Larry (2008) Official, Cork County Council. Interview conducted 11 
November. 

Murphy, Dympna (2008) Official, Cork County Council. Interview conducted 12 
November. 

Cunningham, Peter (2008) Executive, Airtricity. Interview conducted 12 November. 

O'Leary, Joe (2008) Carriganima Community Association. Interview conducted 12 
November. 

Keohane, Faughna (2008) Macroom Town Engineer. Interview conducted 12 
November. 
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Cappock, Grace (2008) Press Advisor, Department of Communications, Energy and 
Natural Resources. Interviews conducted 12 and 18 November.  

Kelly, Angela (2008) Anti-wind campaigner for Country Guardian. 14 November. 

Wickham, Jane (2008) Administrator, Meitheal na Gaoithe (Irish Wind Farmers Co-
operative Society Ltd.) Interview conducted 17 November.  

Manning, Maurice (2008) Managing Director, Carriganima Wind Farm. Interview 
conducted 17 November. 

McCarthy, Michael (2008) Senator, Labour Party. Interview conducted 17 
November. 

Lang, Steven (2008) Consultant, Westwind Energy Engineering. Interview conducted 
18 November. 

Walsh, Michael (2008) CEO, Irish Wind Energy Association Ltd. Interview conducted 
01 December. 

O'Keeffe, Jim (2008) Teachta Dála, Fine Gael Party. Interview conducted 03 
December.  

Blount, Pat (2008) Treasurer, Meitheal na Gaoithe (Irish Wind Farmers Co-operative 
Society Ltd.). Interview conducted 09 December. 

O'Callaghan, Conor (2008) Councillor, Cork County Council. Interview conducted. 09 
December.      

Wright, Ian (2009) Co-editor, Forest Network Newsletter and anti-wind campaigner. 
Interview conducted 07 January. 

Corcoran, Kevin (2009) Deep ecologist, hill-walking advocate and wind sceptic. 
Interview conducted 20 February. 

Crofton, Des (2009) National Director, National Association of Regional Game 
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Flynn, Teresa (2009) Secretary, CANAG. Interviews conducted 06, 12, 19, 23 March. 

O'Mahony, Kieran (2009) Local publican and member of CANAG. Interviews 
conducted 12 and 19 March. 
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Daly, Kathleen (2009) Senior Planner, Cork County Council. Interview conducted 20 
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Interview conducted 20 April. 
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Fox, John (2009) Public Relations Officer, Tarbert Development Association. 
Interview conducted 05 May. 

Quinlan, Áilín (2009) Reporter and Feature Writer for Irish Examiner Newspaper. 
Interview conducted 18 June. 
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Power Ltd. Interview conducted 27 November.  
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Chambers, Liam (2010) Co-founder of Organic Power Ltd. Interview conducted 06 
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application). Interview conducted 15 June. 
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and Wildlife Service (Cordal Wind Farm application). Interview conducted 15 June. 
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conducted 14 June. 
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Appendix B 

Key Elements of Feed-in Tariff Policy Design 
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(Source: Mendonça, 2007: xvii) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

• Provide tariffs for all potential developers, from householder to utility 
companies. 

• Provide financial security – ensure that tariffs are high enough to cover 
costs, encourage development and provide reasonable return on 
investment. Guarantee tariffs for a long enough time period to ensure high 
enough rate of return. The long-term certainty that results from 
guaranteed prices over perhaps 20 years allows companies to invest in 
technology, o train staff, and establish other services and resources with a 
longer-term perspective. This certainty also makes it easier to obtain 
financing, as banks and other investors are assured a guaranteed rate of 
return over a specified period of time. In fact, even banks in Germany 
lobbied the Bundestag for a continuation of feed-in laws in 2000.  

• Remove barriers to grid connection. Guaranteed access to, and strategic 
development if the national grid are essential elements in developing 
investor confidence. 

• Appropriate and streamlined administrative and application processes. In 
general, FITs are easier to administer and enforce than quota systems, and 
are more transparent. As with quota systems, policy makers are required to 
establish targets and timetables, and to determine which technologies are 
qualified (type and scale). 

• Public acceptance. This is likely to be engendered by low costs to end 
consumers in particular, and demonstrable policy successes (Swain, 2004) 

 
In addition some technologies may need extra support that should not necessarily 
be provided within a feed-in law. Innovative technologies that are still under 
development may therefore be better served with tax incentives or soft loans, for 
example. The same may apply to stand-alone projects. 
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Appendix C 

Evaluations of the Various Feed-in Tariff Designs 
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Advantages Disadvantages 

Investment security 
Transparency 
Incentives to build a plant early in time, because 
the level of remuneration is decreasing along 
with the plant prices 
Incentive for technological improvement 
Lower burden on electricity consumers 

If the degression rate is set for many years, the 
system is not very flexible, in the case of 
varying technology prices due to structural 
changes, e.g. increased prices of steel or silicon. 
It is difficult to set an appropriate degression 
rate, due to the difficulties in predicting 
technological learning, which is for example 
related to the cumulative amount installed 
capacity 

Appendix C, Table 1 Evaluation of a feed-in tariff design with a tariff degression 
(Source: Klein et al., 2006/2010: 43) 

 
Advantages (premium tariff design) Disadvantages (premium tariff design) 

Higher compatibility with electricity markets 
More demand orientated 
Provides an incentive to feed electricity into the 
grid, in times of peak demand  

In case of a fixed premium investment security 
may be reduced (this problem is avoided with a 
premium depending on the electricity price) 
Operators of wind and solar power plants can 
hardly influence the time of electricity 
generation and therefore have less chances of 
feeding electricity into the grid at peak demand 

Appendix C, Table 2 Evaluation of a premium tariff design compared to a fixed tariff 
design (Source: Klein et al., 2006/2010: 54) 

 
Advantages  Disadvantages  

Good system to take electricity demand into 
account  
More market orientated than just one tariff 
level  
Possibility to make RES-E generators more 
sensitive for electricity demand  
Incentive to feed electricity into the system, 
when it is needed most  

Higher administrational complexity than one 
tariff level  
RES-E generators might not always know, when 
the electricity demand is high  
Does not make much sense for wind and solar 
power, because the operators cannot influence 
the electricity generation  

Appendix C, Table 3 Evaluation of demand orientated tariff levels (Source: Klein et 
al., 2006/2010: 61) 
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Appendix D 

Evolution of the Main Policy Support Schemes in selected EU 
Member States 
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The evolution of the main policy support schemes in selected EU Member States 
from 1997 until 2006 (Source: Ragwitz et al., 2007: 34).  
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Appendix E 

Climate Change: Processes, Characteristics and Threats 
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“Climate change: processes, characteristics and threats. Most people have heard about 

climate change, they might even express a real concern about it, but how many would 

actually consider it a threat? Because the changes can be slow and sometimes difficult to 

identify within the normal variation of climatic conditions, many of us think they will not 

affect our lives. However, some parts of the world are already being severely affected by 

climatic change – both the people and the environment. And unfortunately, it appears that 

many developing countries bear the brunt of global warming, when the problem is mostly 

due to the actions of developed countries” (Source: UNEP/GRID-Arendal, 2005). 
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Appendix F 

Ireland’s Electricity Transmission System 
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 (Source: eirgrid.com, 2011). 
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