assumptions about
public oppeosition to
renewable energies

BY DR JANET STEPHENSON, DIRECTOR, CENTRE FOR SUSTAINABILITY,
UNIVERSITY OF OTAGO; AND MARIA IOANNOU, SUSTAINABILITY ADVISOR,
CORPORATE POLICY, CENTRE FOR SUSTAINABILITY, UNIVERSITY OF OTAGO

As governments and businesses around the world
promote schemes for the development of renewable
energies, it feels like the public is pushing back. Public
hostility towards renewable energies, particularly wind,

is evident in the US, Australia, Asia, England and many
European countries as well as in New Zealand. Such
resistance has been identified as a major stumbling block
in global aspirations for a low-carbon energy. future. And it
seems particularly puzzling when it is clear that in almost
all national surveys, the public prefers renewable sources
of energy to non-renewable.

There are certain commonly-used explanations about
why this is happening. But are these borne out by
research? In this paper we select seven quotes about
opposition to renewable energy developments, identify
the underlying assumption about human behaviour, and
discuss some recent research which may challenge these
assumptions. The paper draws from a more detailed stuay
undertaken by the authors for New Zealand's Energy
Efficiency and Conservation Authority.!




Opinion polls show that
renewable energy is
strongly supported by the
public
“... wind energy has always been
controversial, polarising opinion
at both a local community
and national political level.
Groups set up specifically to
oppose wind have been active
consistently since then and
have influenced politicians and
the media; ironically over the
same period opinion polls have
shown that public support for
wind has remained consistently
high." European Wind Energy
Association?

It is true that opinion polls
internationally show consistently
high levels of public support

for renewable energy.? New
Zealand is no exception, with
2009 research showing 69.75
per cent of the public supportive
or very supportive of renewable
energies compared with just
21.75 per cent for non-renewable
energy technologies.* But when it
comes to specific RE projects, the
level of support from the public
can be far lower than public
opinion surveys would suggest.
So ... are the polls wrong, or
are the public just fickle? Part of
the problem might be the way the
polls themselves are written and
interpreted.’ By asking questions
with very limited scope (e.g.
‘do you support wind energy?’)
the polls don’t reveal the more
nuanced view that many people

hold. For example, even where
people believe renewable energy
is a good idea, there may be
situations in which they feel

it should not occur, or where
they are not comfortable with
aspects such as scale or location.
As a member of the public we
interviewed put it “I can’t say
unreservedly, universally, that I
in every case support renewable
energy. I do believe renewable
energy is a great positive for Nex
Zealand, but not in the way it’s
currently being put forward.”
By not asking questions about
how people might qualify their
support, polls may be giving a
false reading of public opinion.

The energy sector and policy-
makers commonly use the
NIMBY concept as if it was

the primary explanation for
oppositional behaviour

People oppose because
they’re NIMBYs
“Recent polling said 63 per cent
of Americans support renewable
energy investment ... in theory.
But in practice, Not In My Back
Yard, or NIMBY opposition to
new energy infrastructure prevents
about 45 per cent of renewable
energy proposals from being built
around the country, according to
the U.S. Chamber of Commerce”.
The Energy Collective.®

The term NIMBY is often
used as an accusation, implying
that people oppose developments
because of self-interest — that
they don't like new developments

in their locality even if they
think it's a good idea for the
country generally. The energy
sector and policy-makers
commonly use the NIMBY
concept as if it was the primary
explanation for oppositional
behaviour. But this has been
widely discredited by research.”
In fact, opposition is rarely
motivated by pure self-interest.
In relation to wind farm
developments, motivations for
opposition include concerns abou
the technology, concerns about
the planning process, concerns
about the bigger picture, and -
concerns about specific aspects
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of the project.® These categories of
oppositional response are likely to be
relevant across all developments.
Even where opposition can be
categorised as ‘patch protection’,
this is not necessarily motivated by
selfishness. People vest a great deal
of their emotional wellbeing in their
relationships with place, and these
attachments can be deeply disturbed by
proposed changes.! Understanding

the nature of these attachments is
crucial to anticipating how people
may respond to a proposal.

In the relatively rare cases where
opposition does relate purely to self-
interest, this is fundamentally a concern
for personal utility'!, a concept that is
used without pejorative associations
as the basis of economic theory.

In short, NIMBY is not an
explanation but a label. The

continued use of NIMBY as if it was

an explanation can obscure the fact
that there are diverse motivations for
opposition, and can thus hamper the
search for solutions.'>'* The energy
sector and government would benefit by
discarding NIMBY and using research
findings such as these to develop a

more nuanced understanding.

Research shows there is no reliable
relationship between proximity
and opposition. Some studies have
found that those living closer to
wind farms are more likely to
speak positively of them than those
not living in the vicinity




People don’t like developments were in support.2* Clearly, something

when they can see them more than just the visibility of the
“Wind farms in some regions have proposed turbines was at stake.
attracted strong public support, but This is not to say visibility is not
can also be perceived as a visual a factor in social acceptance of wind
intrusion...” Discussion paper, New farms, and considerable research
Zealand’s Ministry for Economic effort has gone into ways to reduce
Development.*! the visual impact of turbines through
Visibility is particularly an issue for tower design, colour, and the siting of
wind farms. While many other concerns  turbines in relation to viewpoints. Yet
can be addressed through technical it is becoming clear that the reason for
solutions, the nature of wind farms landscape-oriented resistance is not only
means that they are generally on hills to do with visibility or even aesthetics. It

or ridges where wind speeds are greater, is the perceived qualities of a landscape
and hence are more visible. Recognising ~ in which a wind farm is sited that is the

this, research during the 1990s more significant factor in acceptance,
focused strongly upon visual impacts, and whether the development fits with
attempting “to render turbines as ... those qualities.2 ¢ In the New Zealand

invisible as possible, presuming that this ~ example, the isolated Project Hayes
will increase their social acceptability”.22 site was perceived by the public, and

Yet is visibility really the issue? In eventually by the Environment Court, as
New Zealand, the proposed Project having outstanding natural values, while
Hayes wind farm on the isolated the Project Whitehill site was perceived
Lammermoor range in Central Otago as a largely utilitarian landscape.
attracted over 1000 submissions, with Quite simply, landscapes have
almost equal numbers in support and varied values, and the perceived ‘fit’” of
opposition. Feelings ran high, and a turbines with these qualities appears
prolific crop of letters to the editor to be far more influential on public
and opinion pieces appeared in local opinion than visibility alone. 28

newspapers over some years as the
proposal inched its way through three
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protracted sets of hearings.?® The Project
Hayes site was exceedingly isolated, It is becoming clear that the

and would be visible to a very small reason for landscapee—m’iemted
: iy resistance is not only to do with

at a distance from a minor state om o i
highway. In contrast, Project Whitehill, visibility or even aesthetics.
located on a ridge in the intensively It is the perceiv@d qualities of
farmed Waimea Plains in Southland, a landscape in which a wind

il ) Jarm is sited that is the more
farmers, travellers and occupants of

small towns, drew only 99 submissions significant factor in acceptance
and the overwhelming majority of these

number of local people, and fleetingly

and visible to a far greater number of
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“People object because
they are poorly informed”
“Some residents may
be apprehensive about
any proposed local wind
developments. When accurate
information and knowledge
is made available, experience
shows that the initial concerns
are reduced and support for
wind farm schemes increases.”
Fact sheet, Friends of the Earth
It is commonly believed
that if opponents of new
developments were better
informed then they would
change their minds and support
the project. While it may be true
that some opponents will grasp
at any ‘knowledge’ they can find
in literature or on the internet
to back up their beliefs about a
development, this can be equally
argued of some supporters.

Research has found no clear

relationship between knowledge
and acceptance of renewable
energy developments, and that
many objectors are in fact very
well informed.?® This conclusion
is echoed in New Zealand
research which found that
both supporting and opposing
submitters to two wind farm
proposals were well informed,
but that non-submitters
were poorly informed.3!

While it is clearly
in the interests of the public
to have access to the most
robust knowledge available,
knowledge does not necessarily
translate into acceptance.

New Zealand research, reported in the
previous Planning Quarterly33 found
no evidence of a ‘silent majority’ of
support amongst the non-submitters
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A successful project is one that
has no public resistance
“Wind turbines are roaring into British
Columbia’s vast and rugged Peace River
region, and unlike some regions of
Canada, they’re generating little protest
from local communities [...] Locals
and energy developers alike credit
acceptance of wind power largely to
the region’s pragmatic entrepreneurial
attitude, and its intimate familiarity
with energy development.” CBC
News, Canada

Is a successful project one which
has no or minimal objections? Or
does public resistance have a useful
role in robust project decision-
making? Opposition is often seen
as less legitimate because it deviates
from the majority view.?® Research
has focused almost exclusively on
objectors, and in the view of some
researchers this works to “marginalise
and denigrate oppositional voices to
schemes that are portrayed as being
environmentally progressive”.3

Yet the role of objectors can be
important in creating opportunities for
explicit debates about the trade-offs and
unintended consequences involved in
establishing renewable energy, not only
local trade-offs of environmental or
cultural qualities, but broader trade-offs
around other options such as energy
efficiency and energy conservation
measures, or other options. If there is
a lack of understanding of the trade-
offs involved in having access to cheap
and available sources of electricity,
then possibly this is a debate that needs
to be entered into at a broader scale
rather than argued in an unsatisfactory
way at each local hearing where a

specific development is opposed. It
would certainly assist policy makers in
considering the implications of policy.
In short, resistance is not
necessarily something to be avoided,
and may bring to light issues that
are crucial to long-term social,
economic, cultural or ecological

wellbeing but are not necessarily
accounted for at a project level.
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Full colour, large format, hard cover, 264 pages, including extensive
use of photographs and practical examples of good and poor practice.

This fully updated and expanded Guide to managing New Zealand's coastal environmer
how the strengthened provisions of the New Zealand Coastal Policy Statement 2(
proactively implemented to achieve better outcomes for the coast.

The guide describes the valuable lessons learnt over the past decade in the planning
of coastal developments. It offers insights into current best practice in the field. It is a
resource for planners working in the coastal development field.

Purchase now via EDS's website www.eds.org.nz or order via email manager@et
RRP $75 + p&p, if you mention this advertisement when ordering, you may purc
hook at the EDS member rate which is $60 + p&p.




