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KEY FINDINGS AT A GLANCE 

• While the importance of community engagement in wind farm development is widely acknowledged, 
the adoption of more collaborative and authentic forms of community engagement has been slow in 
Australia, fueling criticism from governments and communities about the authenticity of the 
commitment of the industry to building productive partnerships and constructively managing conflict. 

• In the absence of a suitable analytical framework to underpin engagement, researchers and experts in 
the wind energy industry have yet to systematically identify the mix of ingredients that constitute an 
authentic practice of collaborative community engagement. This report makes a contribution to filling 
this gap in our knowledge.  

• We identify the need for two additional ingredients that can add substantially to the authenticity, 
quality and effectiveness of community engagement in wind farm development.  

o Firstly, the wind energy industry needs a robust business case to quantify the value added of 
more collaborative forms of community engagement to wind farm developers. Quantifying 
the economic gains for them from high quality engagement will increase the credibility of 
their efforts with communities. 

o Secondly, the fact that certain impacts of wind farms are disproved by technical advice does 
not imply that communities will automatically believe or accept that advice. By enabling 
communities to collaborate with scientists and engineers on the production of the technical 
knowledge associated with wind farm developments, developers may give communities 
additional reasons to believe the scientific evidence that backs such proposals. 

 Moving community engagement up the value chain of the wind farm development 
process would represent an important innovation in the wind energy industry, 
acting as an example for other industries eager to demonstrate a genuine 
commitment to the pursuit of the ‘social license to operate’. 

 A partnership between the wind energy industry and academia is urgently needed 
to pilot and evaluate such a new model of inclusive community engagement. Should 
the evaluation confirm its benefits, then it would be possible to produce handbooks 
and best practice guides to assist its replication throughout the wind energy 
industry, and possibly beyond. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

In spite of high levels of public support for renewable energy, in particular for wind 
energy,1 wind farm developments have still faced community opposition.2 In some 
cases opposition has been quite considerable. This has led to delays in applications to 
planning authorities3 which in turn slows down the deployment of renewable energy 
technologies.4

Recently, community concerns surrounding various wind farm developments were 
brought to national attention by the Australian Senate Inquiry into the social and 
economic impact of rural wind farms in 2011.

 The challenge for the industry as well as key community stakeholders 
is to develop and apply engagement processes that build greater understanding of 
the challenges faced by all parties in wind farm development. This is timely given 
emerging pressures. 

5

The need to secure community acceptance of wind farms has led observers to 
emphasize trust-building between developers and communities,

 The Victorian Government 
subsequently enacted legislation requiring developers to gain the consent of owners 
within 2km of any proposed turbine. The legislative package included additional 
exclusion zones preventing wind farm development in designated areas. 

6 particularly in the 
case of large commercial developments, which, unlike cooperative- or community-
owned wind farms, have a harder time at winning local support.7

The new focus on trust-building, in turn, has drawn increasing attention on the 
interrelationship between trust and fairness and ultimately on the effects of fairness 
on public perceptions of wind farms.

 

8 While fairness both relates to material 
outcomes and process, analysts are increasingly emphasizing the importance of 
procedural fairness,9 as they have identified that fair process may mitigate local 
opposition to wind farms even on the part of those who do not benefit from them.10 
This, in turn, has led both analysts and practitioners to acknowledge the central role 
that community engagement plays in the construction of trust relations between 
wind farm developers and communities.11

In this report we review what is known about community engagement in wind energy 
industry and identify what we still need to understand. After briefly presenting the 
relationship between wind farms and society as a significant one, we will recapitulate 
what strains that relationship and how community engagement can address it. We 
will point out that divergent models of community engagement are currently 
available to analysts and practitioners; that companies around the world are 
increasingly shifting towards more collaborative forms of engagement; that 
Australian business in the wind energy industry and planning authorities have some 
catching-up to do if they are to align themselves with such a global trend; and that 
the gap between declarations of principle advocating tighter collaboration between 

 

                                                                 

1 See Elliott (1994, 2003), Krohn & Damborg (1999), SEI (2003), Devine-Wright (2005a), Wolsink (2007a). 
2 See Wüstenhagen et al. (2007). 
3 See Toke (2005a) and Aitken, McDonald, & Strachan (2008).  
4 See Barry, Ellis, & Robinson (2008), Bell, Gray, & Haggett (2005), Devine-Wright (2007b), Ellis et al. (2007), 
Peel & Lloyd (2007). 
5 See Commonwealth of Australia (2011). 
6 See Aitken (2010b); Ricci, Bellaby, & Flynn (2010), Walker et al. (2010), Wolsink (2007a,b). 
7 See Bell, Gray, & Haggett (2005), Hadwin (2009), Toke (2005c). 
8 See Barry, Ellis, & Robinson (2008), Breukers & Wolsink (2007), Upreti & Van der Horst (2004), Wolsink 
(2007a). 
9 See Breukers & Wolsink (2007), Ellis et al. (2007), Walker et al. (2010), Wolsink (2007b). 
10 See Frey, Benz, & Stutzer (2004), Gallagher, Ferreira, & Convey (2008). 
11 See Aitken (2010a), Breukers & Wolsink (2007), Ellis et al. (2009), Upreti & Van der Horst (2004), 
Strachan & Lal (2004), Wolsink (2000, 2007b). 
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wind farm developers and communities and the actual practice on the ground has 
left some critics wondering whether those declarations are just rhetorical stratagems 
geared to placate public opinion. 

This criticism identifies a relevant issue neither scholars nor practitioners have so far 
systematically addressed: community engagement must be perceived to be 
“authentic” in order for it to be convincing. We identify two principal challenges for 
consideration of industry and government in this respect. 

• The wind energy industry needs a robust business case to quantify the value 
added by more collaborative forms of community engagement to wind farm 
developers. Without being convinced that high quality collaboration with 
communities has a dollar benefit, wind farm developers will not be able to 
persuade communities that they are serious about engaging them more 
closely. .  
 

• The fact that certain impacts of wind farms are disproved by technical advice 
does not imply that communities will automatically believe it. By involving 
communities in the production of the technical knowledge that supports 
wind farm developments, thereby opening university labs, research centres 
and consulting projects to their participation, developers may give 
communities additional reasons to believe the scientific evidence that backs 
their proposals, 

2 WIND FARMS AND COMMUNITIES: A RELATIONSHIP THAT 

MATTERS 

Policymakers around the world have come to the realization that, to meet their 
ambitious national targets on renewable energy, constructive relationships with 
communities need to be nurtured. They know that poor community engagement is a 
source of conflict that can undermine wind farm development.12 It does not matter 
whether the impacts of wind farms are real or perceived, as misperceptions have 
been documented to be a key source of community concerns.13

Giving a voice to community interests requires that developers no longer think of 
communities as spectators but rather participants that want to be actively engaged in 
developments that affect their lives.

 For this reason it is 
vital that developers take all concerns seriously and address them before they 
escalate. For example Wolsink (2007) argues that, “if local interests are not given a 
voice in decision-making processes, conditional supporters may turn into objectors”. 

14  This makes perfect sense. Through 
participation communities hope to achieve a fairer and more even distribution of the 
benefits of developments while avoiding any negative impacts. 15  Through 
collaborative planning, developers and communities have a chance to identify ways 
to accommodate mutual interests,16 resolve potential frictions and generate creative 
solutions to problems.17 Where differences persist, giving voice and recognition to 
these has the potential to mitigate entrenched opposition.18

                                                                 

12 See McKinsey (2007), Wolsink (2000), Hindmarsh & Matthews (2008), Hindmarsh (2010), Valentine 
(2011). 

 

13 See Thompson (2005), Wizelius (2007), NWCC (2001), Zamot, O'Neill-Carrillo, & Irizarry-Rivera (2005). 
14 See Ellis et al. (2006), Walker et al. (2010). 
15 See in particular Ellis et al. (2009). 
16 See Ellis et al. (2009). 
17 See Neely, Adams, & Kennerley (2002). 
18 See Wizelius (2007).  
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The value of more collaborative approaches to community engagement in wind farm 
development is increasingly recognized both in Australia and overseas. Wind farm 
developers in Europe have been particularly active. And other industries, particularly 
the extractive ones, in Australia and abroad also do it on a regular basis, with many 
embracing the pursuit of a social license to operate as a basic pillar of business 
operations.19 In a recent report prepared for CSIRO, Hall, Ashworth & Shaw (2012) 
have explicitly urged wind farm developers to do the same. Such a cooperative 
framework, after all, can enhance mutual understanding and trust between wind 
farm developers and communities. And it can help control adverse impacts and share 
benefits more fairly. In general, the international experience shows that a 
commitment to more collaborative planning and implementation has paid off in 
relation to environmental issues20 and in the deployment of new technologies.21

Australian institutions are well aware that the quality of community engagement 
needs to keep pace with the growth of the wind energy industry if roadblocks to 
development are to be avoided. Ultimately this will require greater progress in the 
design and deployment of more collaborative forms of community engagement on 
the part of wind farm developers. For their part, the Environment Protection and 
Heritage Council, for example, have recently stressed the relevance of community 
acceptance for the development of the wind industry in Australia.

 

22 In addition two 
Inquiry Reports by the States of New South Wales (NSW) and Victoria have agreed on 
the inadequacy of community consultations carried out by most developers, thereby 
joining the call with the Environment Protection and Heritage Council for developers 
to step up their practices of engagement with communities.23

Dismukes et al. (2007) have observed that “success of radical innovation (such as 
wide scale wind adoption) requires much of the community it affects: resolution of 
technical debates about approach, write-down of existing investments, unlearning 
and relearning of organisational behaviors and practices, creation of new businesses 
or even industries, perhaps even cultural change. These processes can take years.”

 

24

3 WHAT STRAINS THE RELATIONSHIP 

 
To meet the national targets on renewable energy, the wind energy industry and 
government must act swiftly to institutionalize a practice of more collaborative 
community engagement on the part of wind farm developers. To do this we must 
better understand what the potential sources of strain are in the relationship 
between developers and communities. 

Practitioners and researchers initially attributed local resistance to wind farm 
developments to the so-called NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) attitude that they 
believed prevailed in some communities. Soon, however, they realized that this 
concept obscures more than it reveals,25 thereby failing to adequately explain why 
positive attitudes towards wind energy can coexist with negative attitudes towards 
particularly projects.26

                                                                 

19 See Parsons & Moffat (2011), Thomson & Boutilier (2010). 

 The challenge remains to explain the actual reasons why some 
people oppose wind farms. 

20 See Koehler & Koontz (2008). 
21 See Jasanoff (2004), Chen & Wu (2007), Hindmarsh & Du Plessis (2008), Fujigaki (2009). 
22 See EPHC (2008, p.2); in Hall, Ashworth, & Shaw (2012, 15). 
23 See Hindmarsh (2010: 552-555). 
24 See in Valentine (2011: 111). 
25 See Thayer & Freeman (1987), Krohn & Damborg (1999), Bell, Gray, & Haggett (2005), van der Horst 
(2007),  Wolsink (2000, 2006, 2007a, b). 
26 See Braunholtz (2003), Devine-Wright (2005a), Ek (2005), Eltham, Harrison, & Allen (2008), Wolsink 
(2007a). 
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Initially, analysts have focused on physical, technical, and environmental factors. Very 
soon, though, it has become apparent that social and institutional structures and 
processes play a crucial role,27 and that, as a result of their context and time-
dependence, the way they do so is particularly complex.28

Among the physical factors possibly influencing public perceptions, visual intrusion 
and noise have commanded most of the attention among scholars and practitioners 
and have been regarded as the most salient.

 

29 In relation to visual impact, analysts 
have found that the perceived visual disruption of the unity and harmony of the 
landscape by wind farms is the greatest cause of public opposition to them.30 Noise, 
in turn, has been considered to produce a broad spectrum of impacts, such as 
annoyance, nuisance and dissatisfaction, interference with speech, learning or sleep, 
tinnitus, anxiety and hearing loss.31 While some analysts have found that noise 
disturbance has a rather limited impact on public perceptions of wind farms,32 others 
have recently shown that it is the second most cited reason in the Australian media 
for opposing wind farms.33

Apart from visual intrusion and noise, analysts have also looked into distance as a 
physical factor that could potentially affect public perceptions of wind farms.

 

34 Quite 
curiously, though, various studies have reported that people living closest to wind 
farms are also strongly supportive of them.35

Scholars and practitioners have also looked at the potential impact that wind farms 
could have on wildlife, particularly on bird and bat populations.

 Further research on the relationship 
that such people have to wind-farms is necessary to understand this. 

36 This, however, 
seems to play a very minor role in public perceptions, unless wind farm 
developments are perceived to be a threat to ecologically fragile habitats with 
endangered species.37

After addressing the physical, technical and environmental factors that were initially 
believed to trigger public opposition to wind farms, scholars and practitioners have 
increasingly looked into other psycho-social and socio-institutional factors. Among 
the psycho-social factors they have been the focus of attention are familiarity with 
wind energy technologies, general knowledge about wind energy, general attitudes 
towards wind energy, age, gender, the social uses of land, and social networks. More 
precisely, they have found that lack of familiarity with the technology negatively 
feeds into public perceptions of wind farms.

 

38

                                                                 

27 See Birnie et al. (1999), Kahn (2003), Ek (2005), Devine-Wright (2005a), Toke (2005a), Loring (2007), 
Wolsink (2007a), Zoellner, Schweizer-Ries, & Wemheuer (2008). 

 Initially, the lack of knowledge about 

28 For example, familiarity with wind farms seems to be positively changing public attitudes towards them. 
See Dudleston (2000), Braunholtz (2003), Warren et al. (2005), DTI (2006), Warren and Lumsden (2008). 
29 See Devine-Wright (2005b), Warren et al. (2005), Lothian (2008), Pasqualetti, Gipe, & Righter (2002), 
Warren et al. (2005), Wolsink (2007b), Toke, Breukers, & Wolsink (2008). Warren et al. (2005) shows that 
their salience decreases after the implementation of a project. 
30 See Warren et al. (2005), Johansson & Laike (2007), Preston (2007), Pasqualetti (2000, 2001), Thayer & 
Freeman (1987). This is why opposition may extend beyond the turbines to the transmission lines. See 
Huber & Horbaty (2010). Also, this is why communities prefer turbines with neutral colors and smaller 
installations. See Devine-Wright (2005b). 
31 See Rogers, Manwell, & Wright (2006). 
32 See Krohn & Damborg (1999). 
33 See Hall, Ashworth, & Shaw (2012). 
34 See Devine-Wright (2005a), van der Horst (2007), Warren et al. (2005), Braunholtz (2003), Johansson & 
Laike (2007), McGowan, Sauter, & Brighton (2005). 
35 See Krohn & Damborg (1999), Dudleston (2000), Braunholtz (2003). 
36 See Arnett et al. (2008), Kunz et al. (2007). 
37 See Wolsink (2000), Firestone & Kempton (2007). 
38 See Wolsink (1994), Krohn & Damborg (1999). 
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wind energy was also believed to negatively impact public attitudes on wind farms.39 
Later studies, though, have shown that the relationship is not significant.40

Negative attitudes towards wind energy have also been found to negatively influence 
public attitudes towards wind farms.

  

41 Age and gender have been documented to 
exercise only a slight influence.42 Finally, analysts have shown that social networks 
matter. They are important conveyor belts through which information about wind 
farms circulates and trust between communities and wind farm developers can be 
built.43

Among the socio-institutional factors potentially shaping public perceptions of wind 
farms, analysts have focused on corporate governance frameworks, policy 
frameworks, and on the modes of interaction between developers and communities. 
As far as corporate governance frameworks are concerned, share ownership can 
influence public attitudes towards wind farms and ultimately public acceptance of 
planning decisions.

  

44 Policy frameworks are also likely to play role in this.45

4 ADDRESSING THE STRAIN THROUGH COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT 

 Both can 
influence the way developers engage with communities. In particular, when they fail 
to push the former to collaborate with the latter, wind farm developers have a 
harder time at mitigating the potential sources of strain discussed in this section. 

Community engagement is widely recognized as a key to dealing with the strains that 
can arise between wind farm developments and communities. Analysts around the 
world have found that collaborative forms of engagement involving genuine dialogue 
between parties, is the preferred approach. Australian wind farm developers and 
planning authorities, however, are still in the process of acknowledging this and 
adjusting their practices accordingly. 

The move from top-down expert-informed decision-making to new practices that 
capitalize on the participation and dialogue with communities is widely viewed by 
both scholars and practitioners as a positive development.46 As Hindmarsh (2010: 
549) has recently observed, engaging the public in a transparent, inclusive, 
deliberative way, maximizing the diversity of perspectives and interests allowed into 
the decision-making process, and pursuing partnerships with communities to set 
agendas and look for creative solutions to problems, can trigger the emergence of 
trust, the change of attitudes, a more adequate framing of problems, and can in the 
end deliver better policy outcomes. 47  This, of course, requires considerable 
commitment by all parties. After all, adding deliberation into to decision-making may 
lengthen the process and make it more costly, more open-ended and therefore less 
controllable.48

                                                                 

39 See Krohn & Damborg (1999). 

 Still, in spite of that, a world leader in the wind energy industry in 

40 See Wolsink (2007b), Ellis et al. (2007). 
41 See Pedersen & Waye (2008). 
42 See Ladenburg (2008). 
43 See Devine-Wright (2005a). 
44 See Krohn & Damborg (1999), Birnie et al. (1999), Strachan & Lal (2004), Devine-Wright (2005a, 2005b), 
Toke (2005a, 2005b, 2005c), Walker & Devine-Wright (2008), Breukers & Wolsink (2007), Komor (2004). 
Community ownership may reduce planning refusals and increase the availability of further sources of 
capital. See Greenpeace (2007), Patterson (2007), Scottish Renewables (2007). As Bolinger (2001) stresses, 
though, there are some drawbacks, such as the reduced economies of scale and the greater administrative 
burden relative to large, private sector wind farms. See McFadyen (2010). 
45 See Jobert, Laborgne, & Mimler (2007). 
46 See Connelly & Richardson (2004), Cavaye (2004), McGurk, Sinclair, & Diduck (2006), Wolsink (2007b). 
47 See Chen & Deng (2007), Edwards et al. (2008), Zografos & Martinez-Alier (2009), Beierle & Konisky 
(2000), Cavaye (2004), Melo & Baiocchi (2006), Clark & Illman (2001), Dovers (2005), Fischer (2006), 
Hophmayer-Tokich & Krozer (2008). 
48 See Barnes et al. (2003), Oughton (2008). 
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Europe, has shown that local collaborations have made a vital contribution to 
successful wind farm planning.49

The shift towards more open deliberative forms of decision-making in wind farm 
development made its appearance in December 2006 in the Best Practice Guideline 
for Implementation of Wind Energy Projects in Australia published by the Clean 
Energy Council. At the very beginning of the document, where the Attributes of a 
Best Practice Wind Farm are laid out, the document states that “the wind farm 
proponent will actively seek stakeholder participation and support through well-
planned, open, inclusive and responsive engagement processes that respect local 
knowledge and concerns.” Then, in Appendix 4, which elaborates with some further 
detail on stakeholder engagement, the document refers to a broad spectrum of 
channels of communications that allow for openness, inclusiveness and 
responsiveness.

 

50

The 2006 Australian Best Practice Guidelines build on the Sustainability and Due 
Diligence Guidelines published in 2005 by the World Wind Energy Association. While 
in some respects, this earlier document provides a more detailed discussion of 
stakeholder engagement it also appears to advocate for a more collaborative model 
based on genuine dialogue. For example, the Sustainability and Due Diligence 
Guidelines explicitly urge developers to tap into the local knowledge of communities 
and stakeholders and to actively use it in project planning for the purpose of 
minimizing adverse impacts and maximizing benefits.

 

51 They call on developers to 
allow representation of all impacted stakeholders during the planning and 
implementation stages of their project, to provide them with “the opportunity to 
have informed input into the decision making process”, and to involve them in the 
development and implementation of mitigation measures. Finally, they envisage the 
setup of a grievance management system at the beginning of wind farm projects.52

The 2005 Sustainability and Due Diligence Guidelines appear to be bolder than the 
2006 Australian Best Practice Guidelines as far as the recommended form of 
community engagement is concerned. Still, the lack of detail as how to operationalize 
the guidelines during community engagement leave the door open to a multiplicity of 
interpretations, which in some cases might end up curtailing the move from expert-
informed to more participative forms of decision-making. 

 

The Best Practices for Community Engagement and Public Consultation published in 
2008 by the Canadian Wind Energy Association, instead, the Good Practice Handbook 
on Stakeholder Engagement published in 2007 by the International Finance 
Corporation, and the CSIRO Report prepared by Hall, Ashworth and Shaw (2012) on 
Community Acceptance of Rural Wind Farms in Australia clear the path from any 
possible ambiguity about the model of community engagement companies in the 
wind energy industry (and beyond) should adopt.  

The introduction to Best Practices for Community Engagement and Public 
Consultation report prepared by the Canadian Wind Energy Association is quite 
telling:  

                                                                 

49 See Meyer (2007), Jobert, Laborgne, & Mimler (2007), Wolsink (2007a), Zografos & Martinez-Alier 
(2009). 
50 This includes written correspondence, letterbox drops, advertisements in newspapers, newsletters and 
brochures, A dedicated project website, e-newsletters, community groups or community-based events, 
community consultative committees, community reference groups, stakeholder and participant meetings, 
focus groups and taskforces, information displays, such as maps and scale models, dedicated telephone 
number and email address. See Appendix 4 in Clean Energy Council (2006: A4-25). 
51 World Wind Energy Association (2005: 17). 
52 “A process for addressing future concerns or risks from the project needs to be outlined to stakeholders 
at the start of the project.” See World Wind Energy Association (2005: 18). 
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For wind energy developments this may create circumstances where there are 
differences of opinion about the merits of a wind farm in the community. It is important 
that developers understand and accept the fact that self-determination is the 
responsibility and the right of everyone in the community and that in order to be 
welcomed into a community you must “earn your citizenship”.53

The report goes on to argue that residents have a right to ask questions, to be 
skeptical, to be concerned, and to oppose the plans of a wind farm development. 
This is why developers must engage communities early, proactively, in a collaborative 
manner, and be open to bring in their suggestions. The report explicitly discourages 
developers from running “one-way, promotional” programs. Community engagement 
is “a proactive exercise in seeking out and responding to community issues to ensure 
everyone has the information they need to make informed decisions about your 
project.” These best practices, in other words, accept that the interaction with 
communities is open-ended and therefore not pre-determined.

 

54

The IFC Good Practice Handbook on Stakeholder Engagement pushes participation in 
community engagement even further. To improve risk management and achieve 
better outcomes on the ground, stakeholder engagement must shift “from a short 
term means of meeting regulatory and lender requirements, to a longer-term, more 
strategic channel for relationship-building, risk mitigation, and new business 
identification.”

 

55  Consultation, as a result, cannot be tied down to rules and 
requirements. It cannot boil down to “a one-time set of public meetings” as “this 
type of consultation rarely extends in any meaningful way beyond the project 
planning phase, and is seldom integrated into core business activities or measured in 
terms of its effectiveness in building constructive working relationships.56 Companies, 
instead, must take a long-term view as building relationships take a long time. And 
this, in turn, demands from them an adjustment of their internal structures, 
processes, and postures. For example, they must hire and train community liaison 
staff and set up grievance management systems to address their stakeholders’ 
grievances. The senior management must integrate stakeholder management into its 
business plans. And they must abandon such myopic postures as always negotiating 
for the lowest possible compensation rates, and take, instead, a long-term view that 
is consistent with the pursuit of a social license to operate.57

The application of the ‘social license to operate’ framework to the Australian wind 
energy industry is one of the core recommendations in the recent CSIRO Report 
prepared by Hall, Ashworth & Shaw (2012) on Community Acceptance of Rural Wind 
Farms in Australia.

 

58 In line with the IFC Good Practice Handbook, this report 
emphasizes that community engagement geared to pursue a social license to operate 
is a continual long-term process that, when necessary, must push operations above 
regulatory standards. The bar, after all, is set by local communities and society at 
large, not necessarily by existing legal requirements.59 For this reason developers 
must “engage in ongoing, dialogic negotiation of community and societal 
expectations and perceptions”60

                                                                 

53 See CANWEA (2008: 5). 

. The CSIRO Report also refers to an element that 
does not appear so explicitly in the other three documents: to pursue a social license 

54 See CANWEA (2008: 5). 
55 International Finance Corporation (2007: 1). 
56 International Finance Corporation (2007: 2). 
57 The Handbook operationalizes further down the call to open up to communities to the point of asking 
company officials to informally mingle with communities, socialize, try to solve the little problems the 
community might have when possible. In short, it lays emphasis on the role that social capital may have on 
companies’ operations. 
58 See Hall, Ashworth, & Shaw (2012). 
59 See Gunningham, Kagan, & Thornton (2004), Corvellec (2007), Thomson & Boutilier (2011), Parsons & 
Moffat (2011), Harvey & Brereton (2005). 
60 See Parsons & Moffat (2011: 22). 
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to operate, community engagement must address power inequalities between 
companies and communities. 

The IAP2 Spectrum of Public Participation designed by the International Association 
of Public Participation features five levels of participation in decision-making 
processes: Inform, Consult, Involve, Collaborate and Empower. While the Inform 
model implies a one-way flow of information between decision-makers and 
communities, , the public provides feedback in the Consult model. In the Involve 
model, decision-makers work with the public to understand and keep into 
consideration their expectations. In the Involve model, decision-makers partner up 
with the public to identify new alternatives and solutions. Finally, in the Empower 
model, the public ultimately decide on the outcome. 

The Best Practices for Community Engagement and Public Consultation published by 
the Canadian Wind Energy Association, the Good Practice Handbook on Stakeholder 
Engagement published by the International Finance Corporation and the CSIRO 
Report on Community Acceptance of Rural Wind Farms in Australia envisage a 
collaborative model of community engagement.  The Sustainability and Due Diligence 
Guidelines published by the World Wind Energy Association, instead, seems to push 
as far as the Involve model while the Best Practice Guideline for Implementation of 
Wind Energy Projects in Australia published by the Clean Energy Council, in turn, 
meets the requirements for the Inform and the Consult models. 

While the Australian guidelines on best practices in the wind energy industry still 
have some catching up to do with respect to international standards, so do 
institutional practices unfolding under current governance frameworks across the 
nation. 

In 2006 the Commonwealth proposed a strong participatory National Code for Wind 
Farms. Senator Ian Campbell, then federal Minister for the Environment and 
Heritage, observed in the Forward that “the rapid growth of wind farms in Australia 
has generated significant community concern and debate. Much of this concern has 
centered on the perceived lack of consistency and transparency in the public 
consultation process, and a consequent failure to understand how the views of local 
communities are taken into account in the approval process.”61 In response Senator 
Campbell called for the consultation of communities throughout the entire life of 
wind farm projects and for active participation of all stakeholders both at the 
planning and operation stages.62

As Hindmarsh & Matthews (2008: 222-224) point out, the National Code did not spell 
out the concrete mechanisms of community engagement that its vision would 
require. After all, it could have laid out a concrete protocol that local planning 
authorities and developers would have to sign, like the England’s Renewable Energy 
Agency South West public engagement protocol.

 

63 State governments, however, 
have resisted a push in that direction, fearing that it would hinder the development 
of the wind energy industry across Australia and called, instead, for ‘adequate’ 
community engagement.64

                                                                 

61 See in Hindmarsh & Matthews (2008: 222). 

 

62 See Australian Government (2006: 11). 
63 The Regen protocol indicates a broad spectrum of methodologies to deliver “a robust process of 
engagement that is inclusive, transparent, accessible and accountable, in line with government policy and 
for the benefit of all stakeholders”, such as independent facilitation, participant negotiation and ownership 
of timescales for engagement plans, information (through public exhibitions and meetings, and regular 
communication), feedback on planning responses, and monitoring the progress of engagement. It includes 
an evaluation of the public engagement process (Regen 2004). Still, Hindmarsh and Matthews (2008: 228) 
also add a battery of objections also to the Regen protocol as it does not go too far and sometimes it does 
in contradictory ways. 
64 See Hindmarsh & Matthews (2008: 219). 
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For its part, the 2007 Auswind-ACNTWind Farms and Landscape Values—National 
Assessment Methodology emphasized transparent and proactive community 
engagement and indicated a series of methods to address through dialogue and 
understanding of the diverse values of different stakeholders. Still, it did not redesign 
state approval processes, left the choices over community engagement to 
developers, and did not offer guidance as how to operationalize transparent, 
inclusive and dialogic community engagement.65

As far as the National Wind Farm Development Guidelines developed by the 
Environment Protection and Heritage Council are concerned, their elaboration also 
progressively drifted away from the initially strong participatory approach that was 
initially advocated. For example, in the final July 2010 draft, all references to dialogue 
with the community were dropped. Submissions were not disclosed to the public and 
communities did not take part to the formulation of the methodology. This came in 
later at the public consultative stage of the EPHC process.

 

66

At the state level Hindmarsh & Matthews (2008), Hindmarsh (2010) and Hall, 
Ashworth & Shaw (2012) indicate that the models of community engagement 
followed by state planning regulations across Australia are still very much centred on 
the Inform and Consult models, and therefore have not been able to reap the full 
benefits if a decisive shift towards more participatory forms of decision-making. A 
NSW Legislative Council Inquiry, for example, concluded that the current legislative 
requirements for consultation have the “potential to leave local communities 
disenfranchised and effectively erodes community support for the environmental 
imperatives central to renewable energy targets”.

 

67 In South Australia analysts have 
stressed that planning processes and policies still lack sufficient detail to push 
community engagement agenda in the right direction.68

5 WHAT WE STILL NEED TO UNDERSTAND 

 

Hindmarsh & Matthews (2008) have recently complained that the push towards 
more participatory forms of community engagement by wind farm developers and 
planning authorities in Australia boils down to mere ‘deliberative speak’, that is, “a 
strategic language comprising a rhetorical array of terms reflecting deliberative 
principles and ideals of active public engagement—such as ‘inclusive’, ‘informed’, 
‘transparent’, or ‘participatory decision-making’—accompanied by a lack of 
appropriate processes and practices of active public engagement to adequately 
address those principles and ideals.”69

This criticism draws attention to one crucial aspect of community engagement that 
has been generally overlooked by scholars and practitioners. That is, community 
engagement needs to be carried out in a convincing way, which means that 
communities must receive it as an ‘authentic’ effort on the part of developers and 
government authorities. Only if they believe that the pursuit of community 
engagement is genuinely meant, will they be willing to believe it and be part of it. 

 

The Best Practices for Community Engagement and Public Consultation prepared by 
the Canadian Wind Energy Association seem to be aware of this, warning developers 
that good community engagement builds “trust and cooperation as a result of people 
seeing first hand that you are serious about involving the community in your 

                                                                 

65 See Hindmarsh  & Matthews (2008:227). 
66 See Hindmarsh (2010: 551). 
67 See NSW (2009: xi). 
68 See Hope (2011) and Crowley (2010). 
69 See Hindmarsh & Matthews (2008). 
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planning.” 70 Other observers have also noticed that suspicion of the developers’ 
motives by the public, distrust of the developers and disbelief in the planning system 
may be responsible for the failure of wind farm projects.71

If community engagement needs to be perceived as authentic in order to deliver 
positive outcomes for communities, then we need to need to be clear about what we 
mean by authenticity. The latest cutting-edge research in sociology shows that this 
results from the coherent alignment of all the elements that make up the interaction 
between developers, planning authorities and communities.

 

72

If we approach engagement as if it were theater, its ingredients will be more directly 
apparent. There is obviously a script. This is what developers and planning authorities 
actually say to convince communities that they are serious about collaboratively 
engaging them. There are actors on stage who enact the script. There is a set of 
background representations or images of the very idea of open, inclusive, 
transparent and participatory decision-making. There is obviously a stage on which 
the interaction between the parties takes place. There are objects on stage that are 
used by developers and planning authorities to convince communities. And finally, 
the whole interaction is exposed to the subtle workings of social power. Social or 
economic hierarchies, for example, may well influence the way developers perform 
their engagement with communities and the way communities receive those efforts. 
Institutional rules, as well, may allocate power among the parties in a variably 
asymmetric way. When all these elements cohere, then communities will receive the 
engagement from the wind farm developers and planning authorities as authentic 
and will believe it. When they do not, for example, because the script diverges with 
respect to the behavior of the actors ‘on stage’, then communities (and critics) will 
stigmatize the performance as hardly persuasive, pure rhetoric, or cheap talk. 

 

The proposal to use a dramaturgical approach to pin down the phenomenon of 
authenticity in community engagement does in no way imply that community 
engagement is something fake. For various decades sociologists have used this 
analytical framework to make sense of all type of social interactions. The point here 
is not about being fake. The point is whether the participants to a social interaction 
manage to be convincing, whether they can get on the same page or, as social 
scientists would say, whether they manage to establish a common horizon of 
meaning. 

So far, scholars and practitioners have lacked an overarching analytical framework to 
address the question of authenticity that Hindmarsh and Matthews (2008) have 
implicitly touched on. As a result, their interventions have managed to discuss only 
separately some or single dimensions of community engagement that feed into 
authenticity, without actually realizing their full bearing on it. 

For example, some scholars have looked into public understandings of what 
constitutes fair, open and transparent processes of participation and tried to infer 
how they might influence public acceptance of wind farms. In particular, based on 
the idea of procedural justice, they have suggested that community engagement will 
be perceived to be fair only if it allows full participation in the process, free 
expression of opinions and the possibility of being heard, the possibility of being 
treated with respect, adequate disclosure of information, impartiality of the decision 
maker and flexibility of decisions when new elements come up and call for revisions 
or corrections. 73

                                                                 

70 See CANWEA (2008: 5). 

 When this happens, they presume that fair engagement will 

71 See Eltham, Harrison, & Allen (2008), 
72 For further orientation on the theoretical framework suitable to address the question of authenticity see 
Alexander (2006) and Tognato (2012). For a more policy-oriented application of the framework see 
Tognato (2010). 
73 See Gross (2007: 2730). See also Maguire & Lind (2003: 134), Lind & Tyler (1988). 
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automatically result into public acceptance of wind farms. The problem with this, 
though, is that cuing into community engagement well-established public 
understandings of fair process is per se not sufficient to convince communities. If the 
actors that play the script boil fair process down to some mechanical repetition of an 
empty liturgy that is incapable of conveying the energy of belief, then fair process will 
not ‘feel and look like real’ to those audiences. 

The Best Practices for Community Engagement and Public Consultation prepared by 
the Canadian Wind Energy Association manages to address most of the dimensions 
that make up a convincing practice of dialogic community engagement. Even if they 
do not explicitly tackle the question of authenticity, they still manage to address it in 
part, at least implicitly: “Every time you deal with people in the community – from 
answering your telephone to participating in a formal presentation – you are shaping 
the relationship you have with your community. Every interaction is a ‘moment of 
truth’ for your reputation and ultimately the degree to which you are welcomed into 
the community.” 74 In other words, from the outset of the document the Best 
Practices alert wind farm developers about the multiplicity of the stages on which 
they will be required to convincingly perform community engagement. They provide 
a very thorough orientation on how to cast the actors, how to select the audiences, 
what scripts should be used, what background representations should underpin the 
scripts, what media should be brought in to carry out community engagement. Unlike 
many other handbooks or best practice guides on stakeholder or community 
engagement, this document directly orients wind farm developers on how to perform 
‘on stage’ and which stages they should select for which audiences and for what 
purposes. Insisting on the fact that community engagement calls for some adequate 
‘presentation of the self’, 75 the document warns that “facts are communicated 
verbally… credibility is communicated non-verbally.”76

The Best Practices for Community Engagement and Public Consultation published by 
the Canadian Wind Energy Association also dwells on particularly delicate settings of 
interaction –protests and emotional situations- that are quite critical in revealing how 
serious developers are about opening up to society. After warning that “developers 
must respect a community’s right to closely examine and scrutinize your plans and to 
have questions and concerns about how your wind energy development will affect 
the fabric of the community”

 And based on that, it provides 
guidance on how wind farm developers should appear ‘on stage’, thereby detailing 
how their attire should be, how their body should move, where their eyes should 
turn, how their face should look, how their hands should move, how their voice 
should sound. Similarly, the document dwells on alternative stages, such as for 
example conference halls, round tables, classrooms, or U-shaped tables. 

77, the document urges company officials to establish 
contact with protestors, invite them to the meeting, remain calm, polite, respectful 
and open to discussion, receive their written material or verbal expressions of 
concern, offer them the opportunity to meet face to face. Then, before aggressive 
questioners who interrupt or stall public meetings, the document remind once again 
that developers “must at all times show respect for a person’s right to be concerned, 
or to be upset if they have a legitimate complaint”.78

                                                                 

74 See CANWEA (2008: 5). 

 It recommends that developers 
stop talking and listen instead, eliminate all barriers with concerned questioners, 
walk towards them, establish equality with them, use open-ended questions, keep 
them talking, listen for cues that may reveal their feelings, demonstrate empathy, 

75 See Goffman (1959). 
76 See CANWEA (2008: 23). 
77 See CANWEA (2008: 25). 
78 See CANWEA (2008: 26). 



12 The Energy to Engage 

WISeR (2012) 

test for cognitive connection (“Can I suggest a solution for you?”) and ultimately be 
prepared to start the approach all over again if that is not enough.79

Although the Canadian Best Practices are a remarkably sophisticated and 
encompassing document, they fall short of acknowledging some important 
institutional elements that can contribute to the authenticity of community 
engagement. These are the internal organizational adjustments that wind farm 
developers will normally need to make to support higher levels of engagement with 
communities, and the external adjustments in policy and governance frameworks 
that can support more effective engagement.  

 

With respect to the first element, the IFC Good Practice Handbook on Stakeholder 
Engagement is particularly useful. It points out that being serious about stakeholder 
engagement requires an alignment with it of all management functions within 
companies, the introduction of adequate reporting to stakeholders, the 
establishment of a grievance management system that will operate throughout the 
life of the project, and the opening up of project monitoring to stakeholder 
participation. 

As far as the overarching policy and governance frameworks are concerned, various 
scholars have warned that without appropriate policy incentives, communities will 
start wondering about the real intentions behind community engagement on the part 
of wind farm developers.80

After introducing an analytical framework that may help analysts tackle the question 
of authenticity in community engagement, we have been able to suggest that the 
literature generated by scholars and practitioners in the field of wind energy 
development and in contiguous fields has identified many of the key elements of 
authentic engagement. Two further elements, however, warrant consideration. 

 

Our review of the scholarly literature and the institutional documents on community 
engagement in wind farm development reveals that little if any attention has been 
paid to quantifying the benefits of community engagement for developers. Great 
clarity is required on the monetary value of more collaborative practices of 
community engagement in wind farm development because their authenticity also 
depends on the concrete payoff for developers. If developers know that such 
practices pay off, and communities know that developers know, then it will be easier 
for communities to believe that developers mean it when they pursue greater 
collaboration and dialogue in community engagement. As a result of that, 
communities will be further motivated to take part into the interaction on those 
terms. 

Harvard Professor and former UN Special Representative on Human Rights and 
Transnational Corporations, John Ruggie, gained access to a confidential study where 
one oil company “found that non-technical risks accounted for nearly half of all risk 
factors faced” in its operations. This study was preceded by one published by 
Goldman Sachs in 2008 based on 190 oil projects which found that over the previous 
decade the time for new projects to come on stream had nearly doubled and that 
political and social risk was a key variable.81

                                                                 

79 See CANWEA (2008: 26). 

 We believe that the wind energy industry 
needs a similar study. 

80 See Hindmarsh & Matthews (2008), Hindmarsh (2010), Hall, Ashworth, & Shaw (2012). 
81 We gratefully acknowledge Alexandra Guáqueta, Special Procedure Mandate Holder and Member of the 
United Nations Working Group on Human Rights and Transnational Corporations, for pointing us to these 
reports during the Workshop on Mining and Social Sciences organized on April 27, 2012 by the Institute for 
Mineral and Energy Resources and the Indo-Pacific Governance Research Centre at the University of 
Adelaide. 



The Energy to Engage 13 

WISeR (2012)  

A further issue not canvassed in the literature with an important bearing on the 
authenticity of community engagement and therefore requiring consideration is the 
perceived veracity of the research related to wind farm impact assessment. To 
support their proposals, wind farm developers rely on technical reports prepared by 
scientists and engineers, who sometimes work directly for them and sometimes are 
hired as consultants. Consultants, in turn, may work for consulting firms or for 
academic institutions. In the latter case there is a general social expectation not only 
among academics but also among segments of the general public that consulting will 
happen with a higher degree of independence. Occasionally, wind farm developers 
draw from further scientific literature that has not been produced with particular 
reference to their specific projects for the purpose of showing that some impacts of 
wind farms are either do not exist or are not a threat to public health. To date, 
neither scholars nor practitioners have indicated how community engagement 
should proceed where communities are deeply skeptical about the technical or 
scientific material put forwards by wind farm developers to support their projects. 
Communities may suspect that developers are manipulating them, either because of 
the bad reputation of such developers or because they have had negative 
experiences in the past with developers. They may also have been indirectly exposed 
to a negative experience of community engagement in neighboring communities, or 
been exposed to some popularized accounts of the impacts of the wind energy 
industry. Under such circumstances appealing to the independence of the academics 
that produced the technical reports will not necessarily convince deeply skeptical 
communities. After all, if the pursuit of community engagement lacks authenticity, 
why should communities believe the data developers are putting forwards, 
irrespective of the authors? Popular culture is full of stories of science gone rogue 
and put to serve the ‘greedy interests’ of private corporations. A film like The 
Constant Gardener addressing the biases and misbehavior of a pharmaceutical 
company, or Michael Moore’s iconic interventions against US cigarettes companies 
are just two examples of the type of cultural resources communities may draw upon 
to make sense of developers’ technical reports.82

When this happens, moving community engagement up the value chain of the wind 
energy industry development process is likely to prove beneficial. Doing so implies 
involving communities at beginning of the project development process, in the 
design of briefs for technical reports, particularly impact assessment reports and in 
their interpretation. It means opening up the doors of university labs, research 
centres and consulting projects to the curious, possibly inquisitive, and often 
refreshingly unorthodox gaze of communities, by interjecting and counter-pointing 
the technical side of wind energy development with community engagement, and by  
transforming it into an exercise of citizen’s science where scientists, engineers and 
social scientists may directly interact with communities during the very production of 
technical knowledge and communities may find more reasons to trust it.   

 

Steering community engagement in this direction implies navigating through some 
largely uncharted but potentially much less treacherous waters. Academics and 
practitioners in the wind energy industry will need to thoroughly examine the 
potential benefits of a model of ‘upstream’ community engagement, pilot it, evaluate 
it, and refine it as necessary.  

Moving community engagement up the value chain of the wind farm development 
process would represent an important innovation in the wind energy industry, acting 
as an example for other industries eager to demonstrate a genuine commitment to 
the pursuit of the ‘social license for operate’. 

                                                                 

82 Tognato (2011) addresses this point with reference to the extractive industries and shows why the 
pursuit of a social license to operate differs from the pursuit of a cultural license to operate and why the 
latter may well be necessary to obtain the former. 
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6 CONCLUSION 

Policymakers around the world have come to the realization that, to meet their 
ambitious national targets on renewable energy, it is crucial to bring communities 
with them. This is not easy. Various factors may strain the relationship between wind 
farms and society: physical, technical, environmental, psycho-social, socio-
institutional. 

Scholars and practitioners have increasingly emphasized that community 
engagement is one fundamental way to address such strains. Furthermore, they have 
insisted that, to do it adequately, community engagement must proactively pursue 
the collaboration and involvement of communities. The international trend clearly 
points in that direction. The Australian wind energy industry and Australian planning 
authorities, however, still have some catching up to do in that respect. 

The gap between public declarations in favor of more participatory forms of decision-
making in the wind energy industry and the practice on the ground have led some 
observers to question the authenticity of a shift of the Australian wind energy 
industry towards more collaborative forms of community engagement like those 
happening in other parts of the world. 

As experts in the field of wind energy development have so far lacked of an analytical 
framework to orient them on how to authentically, and therefore convincingly, 
engage with communities, this report fills this gap by introducing one. Based on that, 
it flashes out what analytical dimensions make up the ‘performance’ of community 
engagement and under what circumstances they yield an ‘authenticity’ effect.. 

While we note that scholars and practitioners have so far managed to identify some 
of the key ingredients of authentic practices of collaborative community 
engagement, we identify two more that have so far been overlooked and explain in 
what way they feed into the authenticity of community engagement on the part of 
wind farm developers. 

First, the scholarly literature and the institutional documents on community 
engagement in the wind energy industry fall short of making a sufficiently robust 
business case for more collaborative community engagement, thereby failing to 
quantify the actual dollar return that flows from enhanced risk management and 
mitigation. We have suggested that communities will be more likely to believe that 
developers pursuing greater collaboration and dialogue with them actually mean it, If 
developers know that such practices pay off, and if communities know that 
developers are fully aware of that. 

Second, wind farm developers rely on technical reports prepared by scientists and 
engineers to underpin their proposals but for communities their credibility is not so 
automatic. By involving communities in the production of the technical knowledge 
that supports their projects, and by transforming that stage of wind farm 
development into an exercise of citizen’s science, communities may find additional 
reasons to trust the data and the interpretations they are faced with. 

Acknowledging the centrality of authenticity in community engagement and learning 
to authentically engage communities in a more collaborative manner can help 
Australian wind farm developers keep up the steam of their locomotive and maintain 
a sustained level of growth in their own industry. 

Successful wind farm development in Australia requires the energy to engage. 
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