Community ownership unlocks 100 times more value from renewables in Scotland’s Highlands and Islands
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A recent report has cast a spotlight on the significant imbalance between the benefits derived from renewable energy projects in Scotland's Highlands and Islands, highlighting a pressing need for a shift towards community and local authority-led initiatives. The findings, authored by Tom Wills and Erin Rizzato of Lerwick-based Equitable Energy Research and commissioned by the social change campaigners at Platform London, underscore a critical insight: community-operated energy projects yield considerably greater value for local populations compared to their wholly commercial counterparts.
Currently, wind power in Scotland generates enough electricity to power 10 million homes; however, alarming statistics reveal that many communities situated near these developments continue to struggle with fuel poverty. This paradox accentuates the urgent demand for a re-envisioning of energy ownership structures, as demonstrated by the report, "Social Value from Renewables in the Highlands and Islands." The analysis reveals that merely 0.5 per cent of wind projects, equivalent to around 85 MW in capacity, are owned by local communities. In stark contrast, community-owned projects can produce up to 100 times more economic benefit for residents than privately owned wind farms.
The report showcases several transformative case studies, one of which is the 4.5 MW Garth wind farm in Yell. Owned by the North Yell Development Council, this facility generates approximately £2 million annually for a community of just 250 residents. Another compelling example includes the Tiree Community Wind Turbine, which, despite being only one per cent the size of the privately-owned Beinn An Tuirc 1-2 Wind Farm, delivers over 100 times more economic value back to its community. Similarly, Orkney Community Wind Farms—wholly owned by Orkney Islands Council—are projected to provide £5.5 million annually to bolster public services across the archipelago.
Flick Monk, a public energy campaigner at Platform, pointed out the pervasive inequality in profit distribution from renewable sources, stating, "It’s imperative that we join the dots and realise community ownership at scale." She emphasised the necessity for local populations to gain a larger share of the profitability derived from energy projects in their vicinity and called for substantial control over vital energy infrastructure.
In a similar vein, Emmie Martin, Community Projects Officer at Tiree Community Development Trust, highlighted the transformative impact of their community-owned wind turbine known as Tilley. She explained, "The wealth she generates goes straight back into the island through our Windfall Fund, which has awarded more than £1.3 million to local projects." This sentiment mirrors broader findings that suggest community ownership not only produces energy but also fosters economic vitality and community resilience.
Miriam Brett, co-director of the Future Economy Scotland think tank, cautioned against merely replicating the inequities of the fossil fuel era within renewable energy frameworks. She called for a collective reimagination of ownership structures that prioritise community stakes and local authority-led initiatives to ensure that wealth generated from renewable resources benefits local populations equitably.
The report brings to light the role of Equitable Energy Research, a consultancy founded last year to provide communities with advice on renewable energy ownership. Their objective is to facilitate fair and just deals that empower communities through proper negotiation and ownership of energy ventures. 
Ultimately, as Scotland witnesses a burgeoning growth in renewable energy generation, it becomes increasingly imperative to address the existing disparities and embrace models that deliver tangible benefits directly to local communities, fostering sustainable development and enhancing the quality of life for residents in the Highlands and Islands.
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