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Big projects, little 
community benefit? 
How low carbon pilot projects help 
to tackle fuel and transport poverty 
in island communities

Christian Calvillo, Liliana Fonseca, Tanja Mueller

University of Strathclyde 
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Introduction to the project
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Background

Scottish islands as hubs for 

renewable energy production

• Orkney participation in sustainable energy and 

environmental management projects and networks since at 

least 1993;

• Recent Islands Growth Deal, with Islands Centre for Net 

Zero supporting the Scottish Islands in becoming 

lighthouse communities in the energy transition.

https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-scotland-scotland-business-64330367
https://www.islandsdeal.co.uk/leading-way-low-carbon-future/islands-centre-net-zero
https://www.islandsdeal.co.uk/leading-way-low-carbon-future/islands-centre-net-zero
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Background

• Orkney has become a European leader in the testing and 

application of new energy technologies;

• But... level of fuel and transport poverty in Orkney is 

relatively high;

• So, what are the translatable benefits on communities? And 

on cost of living?

• What are the impacts of the changes emerging in this 

context (e.g. energy crisis, Brexit).

https://islander-project.eu/orkney/
https://islander-project.eu/orkney/
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Our research programme

Aim: to assess the effectiveness of existing low carbon energy 

projects in enabling a just transition to low carbon heat and 

mobility in Orkney.

• Have the communities been involved in the design and 

implementation of these projects? And how?

• What are the direct or indirect benefits, from the 

community perspective?
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Our research programme

The core activity within this research project is citizen 

engagement, with a focus on vulnerable groups, (i.e. 

experiencing fuel and transport poverty).

We engaged with the community in two workshops using 

deliberative research, focusing on participants’ viewpoints after 

they have reflected or ‘deliberated’ on the matter in question.

• Workshops took place in Kirkwall and Stromness, May 2023

• In collaboration with Thaw Orkney
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Workshop description
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Workshop structure

Objectives:

• Gain understanding of specific issues in the locality;

• Discuss government-funded low carbon projects developed in the 

community, on topics of community awareness, engagement and 

benefits;

• Discuss lessons from these projects and potential solutions for 

community issues.

Expected outcome: insights, lessons learned and potential good practice 

for future projects.
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Workshop structure

Pre-workshop questionnaire and coffee break (15 mins).

Discussion around engagement and awareness of Orkney low 

carbon projects (40 mins):

1.How familiar are you with past and current low carbon projects in Orkney?

2.To what extend have you been involved in the design and/or development of 

low carbon energy projects?

3.To what extend have you and/or your community benefitted from low carbon 

energy projects in Orkney?

Conclusions and wrap up (5 mins).
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Workshop findings
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Word clouds: Stromness
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Word clouds: Kirkwall



X
T

H
E

 
U

N
I
V

E
R

S
I
T

Y
 
O

F
 
S

T
R

A
T

H
C

L
Y

D
E

Major themes

“It’s really hard to be really 
involved in any meaningful way 

with how many of them are 
coming, there is so many 

[projects] going on at the same 
time.”

“What is really needed is a big fat 
pipe to export all of this wonderful 
Anglesey wind, but then also 
nonsense about hydrogen 
distracting everyone for ever.”

“It seemed more like it was a 
display of what they were going to 
do.”

“All projects come with this 
promise of community benefit of 
some sort or another. It’s kind of 
abstract.”

“I think if you want to do real 
consultation it is actually a 
developmental exercise. It’s not a 
meeting or a focus group, you 
need to actually build in some of 
the, not just the information, but 
kind of teasing out ideas with 
people (…).”

“So it is not just those in the 
community who can afford to be 
involved, but actually if anything it 
should be really those who can’t 
afford, those are the main issues 
and schemes.”

“But then they give a hundred and 
fifty pound fuel poverty vouchers 
and they do projects and things 
but it’s not as if people’s energy is 
being reduced by the fact that we 
have got this turbine.”

Accessibility & 

Affordability

Meaningful engagement

Relevance of issues 

discussed

“(…) they give grants to Eday 
residents from the income that 
they receive from that turbine. 
Other than that I don’t know of 
any (…) specific benefits, new jobs 
yes or existing maintenance of 
jobs.” 

Direct benefits
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Other challenges?

“The local hospital in Wick doesn’t 
offer hardly anything anymore, and 
then you’re expected to drive to 
Inverness and back (…).”

“You might be able to give them 
money to pay for electricity as a 
community benefit, but (…) your 
turbine is not providing electricity 
to its community. It’s selling 
electricity into the national market 
for money to the community.” 

“The wind is blowing madly but we 
are not allowed to generate, why 
would we bother?”

“I can’t think of one I have 
actually been to however. Three 
quarters of them are during the 
day and if they are not during the 
day they tend to be outside where 
I live. Am I really going to drive for 
twenty-five minutes to go and tell 
a wind farm developer things they 
don’t really want to hear anyway? 
Not really.”

“(…) It’s usually the same people 
as well.” “(…) Quite a lot of contractors just 

aren’t prepared to go and do 
work on the islands.” 

“It was all EU funding actually.”

“There aren’t spare properties on the 
islands.”

“Transport in the islands is more 
problematic than on mainland 
Scotland because [for] some of the 
communities, (…) there was one bus a 
week.”

“You just can’t cycle everywhere here 
because if you do you have got 
someone going past you at sixty, 
seventy miles an hour on every road 
and there is literally no space on the 
side of the road. And you can’t really 
walk either (…)”.

Limited outreach

Constrained infrastructure

Resources

Energy grid restrictions
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Potential solutions/good practice?

• Good practices from previous projects (e.g. Eday development trust 

redistributing benefits, ReFLEX for decarbonisation, SMILE for energy 

systems).

• Committed third sector organisations and engaged community;

• Community engagement in low-carbon projects could be improved by 

being more developmental (instead of one-off), inclusive, and focused 

on generating benefits instead of inciting participation through 

objections.

• Desired community benefits with no catch.
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Conclusions and next steps
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Conclusions
• A lot of innovative low-carbon work being developed in the Orkney 

islands, which has in some way reached inhabitants;

• Tight-knit Orkney islands community has led to high levels of 

awareness and interest, though this has not always led to engagement 

with projects;

• Issues of accessibility, relevance of project for the community, lack of 

direct benefits, and limited meaningful engagement can hinder 

participation;

• Energy grid restrictions and constrained infrastructure remain a major 

problem for the islands.
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Next steps

• Outputs to be finalised and published in coming weeks

• This was an initial exploratory study, we want to develop further:

• Also, exploring less obvious links/impacts of fuel and transport poverty with other 

areas:

• Any other suggestions?

• Health

• Work/education

• Local identity

• Tourism

• Costs vs wages vs skills availability

• Local labour market constraints

• Gaining better understanding of 

root causes

• Potential to explore more locations

• Focusing on solutions, bottom-up (e.g. 

community initiatives, local energy systems)

• Energy markets and tariffs
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Thank you!

christian.Calvillo@strath.ac.uk

liliana.Fonseca@strath.ac.uk

tanja.Muller@strath.ac.uk

mailto:christian.Calvillo@strath.ac.uk
mailto:liliana.Fonseca@strath.ac.uk
mailto:tanja.Muller@strath.ac.uk
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