
Energy Democracy – how can we achieve it?

And why is it a good idea for Falmouth?

Definition of Energy democracy; 1. when citizens and communities can make their own energy 2. something 
currently pursued in Denmark and Germany but that can spread around the world during the current window 
of opportunity 3. the most often overlooked benefit of distributed renewables in the fight against climate 
change 4. something to fight for as the path to better quality of life with stronger communities and better 
relationships.



What does it mean to democratise our energy, 
why should we be pushing for it and what can we 
learn from the Germans?



Source: Ofgem (2017)

Biggest by some margin is EDF. Given that EDF and GDF are French and RWE and E.ON are German, half of our 
generation is owned by companies that are not British. Nothing inherently wrong with that but an indication that energy 
generation is PROFITABLE. (NB. Forget Hinkley at this point). The 19% other includes a variety of small and not so small 
generators including individual power stations, off shore wind farm operators such as DONG Energy (Danish) and many 
small wind farms including Nant Bach Wind Farm registered in Penzance.



Why should we care about this?

• 98% of our £1 billion energy spend leaves the local economy

• 15% of households are in fuel poverty in the Fal area

• Companies privatise profits and socialise risks

• More companies deemed ‘too big to fail’

• Our current energy system favours the incumbents
1. Our spending on energy is nearly 20% of our GDP so 98% of that is significant.
2. Definition of fuel poverty is a household that spends more than 10% of its income on fuel to achieve an adequate standard of warmth.
3. Traditional generating companies buy a fuel, generate electricity then sell it at a profit. Wind and sunshine are free and belong to all of us. Why 

should companies make profits out of a freely available resource and then expect consumers to subsidise the cleaning up of their other ‘dirty’ 
generation like coal and nuclear?

4. Companies like EDF are state-owned giants. Will EDF and huge German companies like RWE and E.ON ever be allowed to fail? No, so we might 
see public money used to prop them up and in the worst-case scenario be bailed out like the banks. Same for the fossil fuel industry which is 
currently too big to fail so the Govt has committed £2.3 billion in tax cuts.

5. Our current energy system is designed around a small number of generators, who know the system. It is relatively easy for the big utilities now 
to put up a huge offshore wind farm and once they are up and making a profit, they will not be coming down again. And the more that 
happens the sooner we get to the point when smaller, community-led projects are told “ sorry, the grid is full, we don’t need your power, the 
big utilities can do it much cheaper”.



Comparison of the electricity markets in Germany and the UK.
Sector Germany UK

Transmission providers Big 4 National Grid
Distribution operators ~ 890

(700 municipally owned)

8  groups operate

14 licences
Generation organisations Over 1000

(57% of renewables are community 

owned)

~ 150

(Big 8 have 80% share)

(0.3% of renewables 

community owned)
Retail suppliers (domestic) Over 1100

(50% owned by municipalities, 

communities and small businesses)

~ 50 (active)

(85% of market is Big 6)

Sources: Agora (2015), ResPublica (2014), Ofgem (2017).
Lets look at this another way…by comparing our electricity market to Germany.
1. DNO in south west is Western Power Distribution
2. UK figures based on Ofgem licences. Many small generators operate in a “licence-lite” environment through a third-party licensee. The 

Big 8 are those in the pie chart.
3. Suppliers include Ovo, Octopus, Ecotricity. The Big 6 (biggest share to smallest are British Gas, SSE, E.ON, EDF, Scottish Power and RWE 

npower.
E.g. if we were operating in Germany, Fal Energy, – (a community-owned co-operative)  or Cornwall Energy (a municipal company) could 
own the generating capacity in our area (solar or wind or CHP), it could have a licence to distribute it to homes and businesses in our area 
and it could then supply it to local consumers. 



So what are the benefits?

• Money stays in the community

• Choice over investment decisions

• Better living and working conditions

• Stronger communities

1. If you don’t have to satisfy shareholders, you can socialise the profits and lower prices. You create jobs. Farmers markets 
are a well-documented example of the multiplier for local spending on locally owned goods. In 2001, local organic farm 
Cusgarne Organics was the subject of a money flow study by the New Economics Foundation which found that for every 
£1 spent there £2.59 is generated for the local economy compared to just £1.40 at a supermarket such as Asda.

2. Invest in reducing fuel poverty, or local services, or home improvement, or energy saving, or transport.
3. Warmer homes, more energy efficient businesses and less pollution
4. Opportunity to identify and solve local issues, helping the poorest and feeling good about ourselves, our neighbours and 

our environment.



And what can we learn from the Germans?
• Need a broad coalition from a variety of backgrounds

• Participation builds acceptance

• Some of the best solutions are low-tech

• The power of unleashing dormant citizen investment
Actually, it’s not just the Germans, it’s the Danes too. In those countries a grassroots movement has become national policy. And it wasn’t just 
about opposition to nuclear power.
1. It started as a civil rights movement when conservative and religious groups got together to try and replace proposed nuclear plants with 

something else. That emerged into renewables and energy efficiency. Today there are a huge variety of RE generators from church groups, 
farmers, municipalities and groups of householders in rural villages. In 2009 the Big 4 in power generation sector owned 75% of assets but only 
1% of renewables.

2. Citizens struggled at first. The first protests were nearly 50 years ago and the term Energiewende was coined in the 1970s. But they engaged 
their neighbours, educated themselves, fought for better governance and less secrecy. And they engaged their neighbours not by fighting against 
the effects of climate change or to lower carbon emissions but by fighting for local issues like lowering pollution in their neighbourhoods and 
increasing jobs. 

3. Making our homes warmer might mean fitting thermal curtains; reducing pollution might mean fighting to make cycling and walking more 
important than cars in our high streets

4. Many people want to invest their spare cash to get a fair rate of return. These sums do not have to be large and if you have a vibrant citizen 
investment culture it means people do not have to invest their money in the stock market or in traditional vehicles via financial institutions; they 
can invest in their local economies by clubbing together to buy a share of their energy.







FEP are also doing our bit. We are currently undertaking a feasibility study, which is being funded by a £20,000
grant from the Rural Communities Energy Fund, into the possibility of putting large scale solar PV on
commercial roofs in the Fal area. It has to be commercial for 2 reasons – economies of scale and the lack of
export possibilities because the grid is constrained. For example SWW is interested in working with us. This has
a guaranteed electricity need 24/7 so we could supply that and not have to export any to the grid. The project
is due to report in April/May time after which there is the possibility of Stage 2 funding of a loan of £130,000 to
start drawing up contracts, looking at planning and doing site surveys. Our frustration as an organisation is that
without income of any sort we are reduced to giving advice and encouragement. We need an income however
small, such as a PV project would give us, to employ energy saving experts for example or invest in an LED light
bulb swap.
So are organisations like CPC, a true co-operative with two wind sites, several small solar sites, and now
participating with developers in larger scale projects. Some of the energy is being delivered locally through the
likes of the supplier Open Utility which operates the Piclo peer to peer energy matching platform. Money being
channelled into community projects as well.



Why now?

Why now? Because there is a window of opportunity, there is a once in a lifetime chance to democratise our 
energy. Remember that the Big 4 in Germany only owned 1% of renewable generation in 2009, 6 years later 
they own 43%. Citizens in the UK only own 0.3% so we have a lot to gain – but we also have a lot to lose.
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More lessons we can learn from the Germans..

• A lot can be done with a few good policies and political leadership.

• Governance arrangements (eg Ofgen, institutions, markets) and 
system operation are important.

• Our current lack of players might be a blessing in disguise (fewer 
actors are easier to coordinate).

• Energiewende is a power struggle played out in a political arena 
between actors whose motives and world views differ and that as 
long as energy transitions are conceived, planned and managed as 
technical and economic endeavours, ‘conflicting values will remain 
the elephant in the room’ (Schmid et al, 2016).


