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The growth of renewables in the EU 

and the role of wind power in Germany



The starting conditions

• Many countries trying to streamline centralized, large-scale RES

• encounter conflicts during the planning process/ construction

• face opposition from the local communities

• Germany is undergoing a deep transformation of the energy system

• Energiewende characterized by 

• phase out of nuclear power plants 

• planned phase out of coal

• extraordinary growth of RES, especially wind power

• growth of decentralized structures

• Implementation of local energy projects played key role in this transformation 



Share of windpower in 2017 (EU 28)

In 2017, 80% of total wind power capacity 

in the EU was installed in just 3 countries: 

Germany, the UK and France

Germany installed the most wind power 

capacity – 42% of the total EU new 

installations

Source: WindEurope 2018



The role of wind power in GER in 2017 

• Wind energy the most important RES today

• Total new installed capacity of wind energy: 6,581 MW (record)

• 13 % of power generation through onshore wind turbines - additional 3 % 

are produced offshore.

• 1,800 wind turbines (5,000 MW power) connected to the grid in 2017

• Over 28,600 wind turbines in operation (BWE)

• Boom mostly due to the termination of the FIT regime and the beginning of 

FIT premiums with auctions (anticipatory effect)

• Government is planning special tenders for construction of wind turbines 

with a total capacity of 4 GW for 2019 and 2020



Development of wind power at the

regional level



Wind power boom soon over? 

• Increase in wind power needed if Germany wants to meet its 2030 climate goals 

• Because construction and commissioning of a wind turbine after approval take 

about a year, the boom could soon be over 

• The number of approved wind turbines is falling

• 3,100 installations approved in 2016 (Source: Bundesnetzagentur)

• Number of new permits in 2017: only 450

• In Länder with a high penetration as Schleswig-Holstein a moratorium prevents 

further expansion

REASONS: 

 Lower propensity to invest because of the new tendering procedure for wind 

farms in force since January 2017

 In some states, spatial plans designating priority zones for wind energy have to 

be revised due to court decisions

 Local protest
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Starting conditions in Germany

In whose backyard?



The background

• Large energy and infrastructure projects lack broad support and provoke 

considerable local opposition 

• Negative attitudes towards wind energy are now increasing, even in German 

regions with higher acceptance (and penetration) of RES

• The effects of these projects can be perceived as positive or negative and 

are assessed in different ways according to personal/political responses 

• These often depend on the context, project-specific factors and personal 

attitudes 

• Many studies investigated how local communities respond to RES 

technologies, or the social acceptance of RES technologies

• Media, developers and politics have often labelled local opposition too 

quickly as NIMBY (Not In My Back Yard) 



In whose backyard?

• Established approaches: the interests of the inhabitants are mainly 

characterized by investments in their house and land use. Their main 

motive is the desire to protect their "territory" (Dear 1992)

• Economic approaches: NIMBY closely linked to the "free riders" concept 

and the psychology of individual actors, more motivated by self-interest 

• Comprehensive empirical literature body suggests that selfish motives are 

questionable as main explanation for opposition

• Resistance also seen as a rational response to increased risk; equity 

concerns

• The risks/disadvantages are geographically unjustly distributed. While some 

have benefits (e.g. profits from turbine operation, income from land rental, 

cheap electricity) the burdens are borne by others 

• The benefits are rather one-dimensional, while local and individual costs are 

complex 



Beyond NIMBY

• NIMBY explanation for the social gap has long dominated an area of 

research, but increasingly criticized 

• Empirical research shows that the reasons for opposing behaviour are 

psychological factors (individual or collective worries about environmental 

and health effects and a decline in the quality of life; loss of "sense of place“) 

or economic factors (concern about the decline in real estate and land 

prices); equity/justice concerns prevailing

• Alternative explanations to NIMBY proposed, but some of those are still 

based on NIMBY premises 

• Theory of social representations may help to better understand people's 

responses to RES technologies.

• Batel & Devine-Wright (2015) regard the promotion of RES as a social 

change process in today's societies, and consider the socio-psychological 

aspects involved in people's responses to social change
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WinWind theoretical framework



Factors influencing wind energy 

deployment

Source: Ferguson-Martin, C.J.; Hill, S.D. (2011): Accounting for variation in wind deployment between 

Canadian provinces. Energy Policy, 39, 1647-1658. 
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• Sauter & Watson (2007) distinguish 

between passive and active 

acceptance

• Passive acceptance means accepting 

"externally imposed" changes

• Active acceptance may include: 

• provision of land

• investments in small power plants

• behavioral changes



Understanding social acceptance

• Social acceptance of wind power often contested due to: 

 public’s perception of associated environmental and health impact 

 visual impact on landscapes

 noise pollution (including infrasound) 

 disruption harming local fauna and flora 

 negative impacts on tourism 

 loss of land and real property value 

• Local acceptance mainly influenced by factors such as:

 distributional justice ([un]fair allocation of costs and benefits)

 procedural justice ([un]fair participation in planning and decision-

making procedures) 

 trust (in information and intentions of investors and policy actors)

Social acceptance: “favourable or positive response (including attitude, intention, behavior 
and – where appropriate – use) relating to proposed or in situ technology or social 
technical systems by members of a given social unit (country or region, community or town 
and household, organization).” (Upham et al. 2015)



Factors influencing local acceptance

Factors Description

Context Topography, landscape characteristics, etc.

Project siting/-

design

Number and dimension of the wind turbines

visibility, influence on landscape

Actor constellation
Ownership, local ownerhip of the plants,

conflict of interest, biases, opinion leadership, discourses, narratives

Personal factors Personal values, attitudes, experiences, place attachment

Effects on 

environment

Flora & Fauna,

Land use and consumption of resources

Effects on health

and well being

Shadow flicker, ice throw, acoustic pollution (infrasound), etc.
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Social perception and acceptance of

the energy transition



How do residents relate to wind power?

• Research project “KomMA-P, 

Strengthening the acceptance of the 

energy transition” 

• Analysis of  the social influences on 

the acceptance of the ET, which are 

hardly considered in the optimization 

of the technical and economic 

framework conditions

• Acceptance survey in 2015 

(Sonnberger/Ruddat 2016)

Grafik: Franke/Habert 2017 Ahnen und Enkel, based on Acceptance Survey 2015/ KomMA-P. 



Survey on acceptance of RES 

Technologies (2015)

• The energy transition is supported by the vast majority of the population in 
Germany

• ….but: one third is still undecided

• RES technology general acceptance mostly in the cases of...

 wind power off the coasts of Germany

 solar energy in the immediate vicinity (500m)

 wind farms onshore or 5 km away

• Local acceptance problems with ...

 wind farms at 500m distance to own home

 high voltage power lines in the vicinity (500m)

• Low trust in government, energy companies and the EU Commission 

• Scientists and environmental protection organizations enjoy a higher degree 
of trust

• Local authorities and municipal multi-utility companies (Stadtwerke) 
achieved a medium level of trust

Source: Sonnberger/Ruddat (2016)



General acceptance of wind power



Opinion on wind power in the

neighbourhood



Diminishing acceptance?

• Hundreds of anti-wind initiatives established in recent years

• Motives of the opponents extremely different. 

• Perceived distributive injustice. Rural areas: modest conventional economic 

benefits (jobs, revenues); mostly rents for land owners

• Citizens' initiatives against RES getting professional

• Initiatives well networked and share methods to successfully block projects

• Joined together in the association "Vernunftkraft”, questioning the energy 

transition and considering the nuclear phase-out a serious mistake 

• Association speaks of 900 citizens initiatives

• This number is controversial, some experts consider approximately 500 citizens' 

initiatives for realistic

• Tone is becoming harsh. Lack of trust (developers, local councils, procedures)

• Populist parties try to ride the protest. AfD notes on its website that it supports 

the protest against wind energy (very active in East Germany, e.g. Thuringia, 

Saxony)



The dimension of the dissent

• https://www.windwahn.com/karte-der-

buergerinitiativen

• In Germany there are 11,054 municipalities 

The aim is to record 10% of the 

municipalities on the “map of resistance”

• Call for 

 fighting against “an over-powerful 

opponent”

 developing common strategies 

 helping in dealing with authorities, 

politics and “windpower profiteers” 

through local networking

• The map shows 1,035 initiatives and 

associations 

red : local; blue: regional initiatives

https://www.windwahn.com/karte-der-buergerinitiativen
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Preliminary findings



Preliminary outcomes

• WinWind provides a critical discussion of research on the social acceptance of 

wind power and associated infrastructures 

• WinWind provides analyses of the sources of potential conflicts and barriers

• Consideration of alternative explanatory paths, social response theories and 

narratives 

• Awareness that new ways of framing and approaches to understanding 

opposition present additional own problems

• Stakeholder desks also ask whether/how due voice to communities affected by 

large-scale renewable energy infrastructures is given

• Our standpoint: by failing to adopt a different perspective and approach, 

research on social acceptance of wind power may fail to grasp 

 a better understanding of people’s responses to RES technologies

 the democratization of those responses 



Preliminary conclusions

• Discrepancy between socio-political acceptance and local acceptance

→“Social gap“

• Diversity of influencing factors and different perceptions by different actors

• No panaceas

• Social acceptance is a multi-level problem

• NIMBY only partly suitable as an explanatory model 

• Key overall influencing principles: procedural & distributive justice, trust

• Local acceptance multi-layered and strongly dependent on location and 

context

• Informal / early participation processes are not the silver bullet

• Compensation/community benefits are not a guarantee for acceptance



Is participation key to acceptance?

• Barriers and drivers for social acceptance vary significantly across countries, 

regions and communities 

• Discontent with the decision-making process is one key reason for 

opposition

• …but participatory processes have proven not be a panacea and do not 

necessarily imply acceptance 

• Higher acceptability when the decision-making process is perceived as 

being fair and open (procedural justice)

• Acceptance depends heavily on access to information, early involvement of 

affected populations and stakeholders, inclusiveness of the process and 

adequate financial resources of the community 

• NIMBY behaviours, if any, should not be interpreted as a fundamental 

rejection of a major project, but as a failure to deal politically with complex 

socio-technical issues



Preliminary findings for the target regions

• Need to support municipalities and residents by providing neutral 

information

• Important role of intermediary organisations including conflict mediators in 

achieving trust in planning and permitting processes (e.g. in Thuringia

Service Unit Wind Energy, Competence Center Energiewende/ 

Naturschutz)

• Significance of representative projects involving citizens, highlighting local 

benefits and positively influencing public opinion

• Significance of communication strategies addressing the “silent” group of

supporters in local communities and the group of undecided persons



Good Practices

• Thuringia: Service Unit for wind energy providing advisory services for

citizens, muncipalities and developers on a regular basis

• Voluntary agreements between the service unit and project developers and

issuance of the quality label “Fair wind energy” to project developers

committing themselves to comply with certain quality/transparency/ 

participation criteria
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New policy focus on local communities

and financial participation:

Key to acceptance?



Empowerment of citizens and energy

democracy high on the EU agenda

• 8 different legislative proposals launched by the EU COM in Dec 2016

• Electricity Directive, Electricity Regulation, Renewable Energy 

Directive II, Governance Regulation etc.

• EU recognizes a universal right for citizens to produce, store and sell 

RES-E  free of any surcharges such as tariffs for grid connections. 

• Energy democracy and empowerment of citizens

• Proposal for a Directive on common rules for the internal market in 

electricity (recast) COM/2016/0864 final/2)

• Art. 15: Active customers

• Art. 16: Framework for local energy communities which may engage in 

local energy generation, distribution, aggregation, storage, supply or 

energy efficiency services (definition, criteria, enabling framework)

• Proposal for a Directive on the promotion of the use of energy from 

renewable sources (recast)

• Art. 21: Renewable self-consumers 

• Art. 22: Framework for renewable energy communities (definition, 

criteria, special provisions)



New initiatives in Germany

Initiator Description Example

AGORA/IKEM 

(2018)

• Nationwide special levy paid to 

neighbouring municipalities 

• Early public participation before 

the formal application

• Mandatory participation starting 

from 100m hub height 

• Establishment of central service 

units to support project 

communication

One-time payment

6 EUR/kW, 100 EUR/m → 36.808 

EUR/WT (average)

Payment per year: 0,0004 EUR/kWh, 

10 EUR/m investment level

→ 5.158 EUR/WT (average)

WMK/

Ministry for

Economy Land 

Brandenburg

(2017)

Nationwide, unrestricted special levy 

to municipalities (radius 3-4 km)

0,001 EUR/kWh 

1 WT, 3,6 MW, 150 m hub height, 2.000 

FLH, 

7,2 Mio. kWh 

→7.200 EUR/WT/a

Städte-/

Gemeindebund 

BB (2017)

Reform of concession fees

supplementing the previous 

consumption concession fee through 

so-called “feed-in-concession levy" 

(additional or cost-neutral)

0,0033 EUR/kWh, i.e. ca. 

5.700 EUR/MW



Is financial participation and

compensation the key to acceptability?

• From an economic perspective, compensations would be a useful tool for solving 
some problem of acceptance (Wolsink 2007)

• Compensation sometimes perceived as bribery and as a reparation for “damage”

• ….but could restore the (perceived) imbalance between costs and benefits and 
help achieving a better distributional equity (Di Nucci/Brunnengräber 2017) 

• Proposal for the introduction of the special levy to be implemented nationwide in 
the Renewable Energy Sources Act (EEG) could be a congenial instrument for 
involving local communities and for promoting wind power

• Much of the research on the social acceptance of RES technologies examines 
local communities and individuals living nearby RES facilities as “communities of 
the affected”

• Does citizens´ energy enable the move from a community with no pre-existing 
interest in the issue at stake (“communities of the affected”) to a “community of 
relevance” (Batel 2018) ?

• The WinWind stakeholder desk will also try to discuss this hypothesis
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Thank you for your attention!

dinucci@zedat.fu-berlin.de

winwindproject.eu


