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h  i g  h  l  i  g  h  t  s

• Achievement  of  wind  energy  targets  poses  strategic  spatial  planning  challenges.
• Scale  is used  to crystallise  key  governmental  political  strategies.
• A  review  of  Irish  wind energy  strategies  reveals  inconsistent  policy  and  methods.
• Rescaling  local  assessment  criteria  can  facilitate  a coordinated  national  framework.
• Systematic  spatial  assessment  can  enhance  strategic  renewable  planning.
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a  b  s  t  r  a  c  t

The  achievement  of  Ireland’s  renewable  energy  targets  requires  an approximate  doubling  of  installed
onshore  wind  capacity  by  2020.  However,  the  growing  accumulation  of new  wind  energy  networks  in the
landscape  is  encountering  increasingly  trenchant  social  and  political  resistance.  This  dilemma  suggests
an  enhanced  role  for national  scale  strategic  spatial  planning  to  tighten  centralised  spatial  control  in  order
to  more  precisely  steer  developments  to selected  locations.  However,  to date  the  Irish  government  has
avoided  greater  centralised  coordination,  preferring  instead  to devolve  planning  responsibilities  to  the
local scale,  which  has  resulted  in highly  disjointed  and  heterogeneous  policy  settings.  Drawing  on recent
academic  interest  in the  depoliticisation  of strategic  spatial  planning,  this  paper  seeks  to interrogate  why
Ireland  has  adopted  this  particular  scale  of  governance  for  wind  energy  planning.  It is argued  that  the
approach  is  a  deliberate  scalar  strategy  designed  to  disavow  and  displace  a contentious  public  policy
issue  as  part  of  a  wider  post-political  management  of  dissent.  In order  to explore  the  opportunities  for
more  repoliticised  and reflexive  scalar  deliberation  in  framing  national  renewable  energy  technology  and
strategic  policy  choices,  a  structured  review  of local  wind  energy  strategies  is presented.  It is  concluded
that  by  bringing  a focus  on the  differentiated  socio-spatial  contexts  of  particular  places,  it could  serve  to
trigger  much  wider  political  debate  around  the  spatial  challenges  associated  with  the roll-out  of onshore
wind energy  networks  in  highly  congested  and contested  spaces,  and  the possibilities  for  alternative
energy  pathways.

© 2015  Elsevier  B.V.  All  rights  reserved.

1. Introduction

European Union (EU) energy policy, which aims to achieve a 20%
share of energy consumption produced from renewable sources
by 2020, is currently driving a major expansion of terrestrial wind
energy development across Europe (EC, 2009). Onshore wind is a
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mature and cost-effective technology which, often supported by
generous public subsidies, attracts significant market investment.
Therefore, it is considered by many EU member states to offer the
only realistic technical option for achieving binding national targets
for renewable energy production within rapidly shortening time-
frames (Cowell, 2010). Between 2005 and 2012, the contribution
of onshore wind to renewable electricity production across Europe
increased by 15.8%, bringing the total installed capacity in 2013 to
110.7 gigawatts, and involving an overall investment of between
D 8 and D 12 billion (EWEA, 2014). Over the period to 2020, it is
estimated that a further 8% per annum increase in capacity will be
required to achieve Europe-wide targets (EEA, 2014). Beyond 2020,
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the EU has further established an additional framework to achieve
27% energy consumption from renewable sources by 2030 – on a
pathway towards a radical decarbonisation of energy production
by 2050.

Despite this unprecedented ongoing expansion and public and
private investment in onshore wind energy and associated grid
infrastructure, to date the spatial implications of such a large-scale
technology deployment has been relatively under-examined in
academic literature. As noted by Ritchie, Hardy, Lloyd, and McGreal
(2013), the intensive roll-out of renewable energy networks pose
exacting questions for spatial planning which must balance the
increasingly wicked challenges of facilitating renewable energy
policy ambitions, on the one hand, while also giving sufficient
attention to all other material considerations (e.g. grid connec-
tivity, effects on landscape and amenity, public concerns), on
the other. Furthermore, apart from Cowell (2007, 2010), ques-
tions of how particular scalar arrangements of spatial governance
are operationalised in seeking to steer wind energy develop-
ment to selected ‘acceptable locations’ has thus far received
surprisingly little research attention. Pursuant to EU law, each
member state is obliged to produce a National Renewable Energy
Action Plan (NREAP) to detail a stepwise programme for achiev-
ing binding national renewable energy targets (EC, 2009). The
resulting NREAPs are typically aspatial policy statements which
privilege supply-side market discourses around resource availabil-
ity, technical capacity and economic viability. They are generally
produced in abstract purity of the situated socio-cultural and envi-
ronment conditions of particular environments and places into
which renewable energy technologies will be inserted (Cowell,
2010; Iglesias, del Río, & Dopico, 2011; Shove, 1998; Tabassum-
Abbasi, Tasneem Abbasi, & Abbasi, 2014). Instead, such contextual
issues are chiefly positioned as malleable and negotiable, and
relegated to lower-order and exogenous local ‘siting’ factors,
with planning practitioners tasked with the secondary responsi-
bility of removing downstream barriers to deployment (Cowell,
2010; Lewis & Wiser, 2007; Saidur, Islam, Rahim, & Solangi,
2010).

In many European countries, the accelerating deployment and
geographical manifestation of wind energy networks is, increas-
ingly resulting in mounting public controversy and political
disquiet, chiefly on the grounds of landscape intrusion, residen-
tial amenity and ecology (Baerwald, D’Amours, Klug, & Barclay,
2008; Barrios & Rodriguez, 2004; Bourke & Stout, 2012; de Vries, de
Groot, & Boers, 2012). As a consequence, a “social gap” (Bell, Gray,
& Haggett, 2005) is steadily emerging between the broad societal
consensus towards the urgent need for increased decarbonisation
of energy supply to address pressing climate change and energy
security concerns, on the one hand, and the significant local oppo-
sition to renewable energy projects in order to protect the local
environments within which they are situated, on the other. It is this
paradox which has routinely turned terrestrial wind energy policy
into a highly and emotive contentious imbroglio with irreducible
discursive dualisms and conflicting environmental visions being
played out through the planning system (Woods, 2003). While
there is an extensive volume of research on wind energy’s ‘plan-
ning problem’, to date this has been largely rationalised on how to
find ever more sophisticated means of increasing societal accep-
tance in order to reduce public opposition to projects (Beddoe &
Chamberlin, 2003; Breukers & Wolsink, 2007; Pasqualetti, 2011).
As a consequence, and as discussed by Cowell (2010), much of this
research remains limitingly managerialist in its horizons. Cowell
further argues, that few studies have as yet considered how the
social and spatial qualities of territories might ‘jump scale’ to gain
equal prominence alongside technical potential in framing strategic
renewable energy technology choices. There is a need to repoliti-
cise the debate around dominant supply-side policy regimes which

often lead to the exclusion of less intrusive energy futures and
alternative energy pathways.

Using the case study of the Republic of Ireland (Ireland from
here on), the aims of this paper are twofold: firstly, to contribute to
the international literature on how land-use and wind energy con-
flicts unfold in differentiated socio-spatial contexts; and, secondly,
to elucidate an instructive case study within wider international
political debates in strategic spatial planning on how scalar strate-
gies are frequently used to camouflage the spatial politics of
implementing highly contentious policy agendas. It is argued that
interrogating why Ireland has adopted a particular scale of gover-
nance for wind energy and examining the various spatial planning
practices and methods deployed is crucial for understanding the
longer-term role that planning has to play in providing an inte-
grated framework for a sustainable and resilient energy future.
By bringing a focus on the process of contested scale dynamics
and heterogeneous practices, our aim is to illustrate how planning
debates around the wind energy agenda could be ‘rescaled’ in order
to engender greater political deliberation around the spatial chal-
lenges and land-use conflicts associated with strategic renewable
energy technology choices in highly congested spaces. Although
our argument is drawn primarily from research in Ireland, impor-
tant features of our analysis transcend national and institutional
contexts, giving our research wider appeal. In the following sec-
tion, the theoretical and methodological contexts for this work are
set out before examining in Section 3 the policy and practice of
wind energy planning in Ireland. Section 4 presents the results of
a structured review of local wind energy strategies. All available
spatial datasets were mapped on a single integrated GIS  database,
including areas which are ‘acceptable in principle’, ‘open for consid-
eration’ and ‘not normally permissible’ using generic zoning types
and following national guidance on wind energy planning (DEHLG,
2006). The findings, as discussed in Section 5, illustrate that there
is a clear need for rescaled and coordinated approaches to wind
energy planning in Ireland that build upon a systematic spatial
assessment of place-based contextual conditions in order to stimu-
late much wider future-orientated political debate around framing
renewable energy and planning policy.

2. Theoretical context and methodology

Political concerns significantly shape spatial planning
approaches to wind energy (Cowell, 2007). However, there
has recently been a groundswell of academic interest in what is
referred to as ‘the depoliticisation of strategic spatial planning’ and
the analysis of the ensembles of institutional practices which seem
designed to remove conflicting views from spatial strategy-making
(Allmendinger & Graham Haughton, 2012; Olesen & Richardson,
2011). A chief concern amongst such scholars is the ‘politics
of scale’, where scale is used as pivotal terrain through which
political action crystallises as a key governmental criteria, often
to elide or mask contentious spatial policies. As Purcell (2006, pp.
1921–1922) avers:

“It is dangerous to make any assumption about any scale. Scales
are not independent entities with pre-given characteristics.
Instead, they are socially constructed strategies to achieve par-
ticular ends. Therefore, any scale or scalar strategy can result in
any outcome [...] All depends on the agenda of those empowered
by a given scalar strategy.”

These perspectives seem particularly pertinent to the Irish
case where, despite proactive national policies to support onshore
wind energy, there has been a conscious political strategy to
avoid nationwide site selectivity. Instead, planning responsibili-
ties have been decentralised to local settings with little national
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