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When electricity grids are extended or 

upgraded, a major challenge is how to address 

the concerns of local communities with the 

adverse environmental impacts of the projects. 

While the impacts are local, the benefits of the 

projects accrue to the UK as a whole. A 

mismatch of distribution of costs and benefits, 

together with an outdated planning and 

decision-making framework, give rise to 

conflicts between stakeholders. A sustainability-

based economic approach offers a new 

organising principle, new ways of thinking, new 

procedures and a way-out of costly conflicts. 
 

Economists Tooraj Jamasb and Wenche Tobiasson 

from Durham Energy Institute have carried out new 

research into public engagement in the development of 

transmission networks in Norway and Scotland.  

 

The electricity industry increasingly has to grapple with 

social, regulatory and policy issues in order to meet its 

obligations to upgrade the grid. Across Europe 

initiatives are underway to reduce carbon emissions by 

80% of 1990 levels by 2050. In the UK, numerous 

renewable generation facilities are being planned and 

developed. If they are to be connected to the grid, 

network infrastructures need to be extended and 

upgraded. A key factor in the process is gaining local 

buy-in to plans for the installation of overhead wires, 

pylons and substations with impact on landscapes and  
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Weak sustainability Strong sustainability 

Preserving the value of 

natural capital in other 

forms of capital such as 

financial assets in the bank 

or stock market. 

Reinvesting in the 

environment in 

comparable forms of 

natural assets. 

communities. However planning applications can often 

take 10 years or more to agree. This causes financial 

and practical strains, and puts the UK’s ability to meet 

demand and ‘keep the lights on’ at risk. New thinking is 

thus needed. 

 

Prof Jamasb and Tobiasson propose a sustainability 

approach that focuses attention on how to use some of 

the system benefits of the projects to compensate the 

natural environment, as opposed to compensating the 

residents and communities. They argue that a weak-

strong sustainability approach enables stakeholders 

to step back and consider the bigger picture. It prompts 

them to evaluate transmission line upgrades according 

to how strongly or weakly they meet key criteria, such 

as social sustainability, environmental sustainability 

and intergenerational equity. This focuses attention on 

long-term environmental investment rather than the 

short-term compensation of individuals.  It also 

promotes good citizenship by treating stakeholders as 

participating citizens rather than economic actors 

motivated solely by money.  
 

 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

The increasing role of public engagement 

The research took place during 2011 to 2014 in Norway 

and Scotland and involved more than 100 primary 

interviews and analysis of secondary data.  

Public engagement is a relatively new phenomenon in 

industrial planning in the UK as environmental 

awareness and campaigning has grown.  

 

Local community and public opposition is driven by 

environmental, visual and health concerns, a lack of 

trust in developers and government, conflicts of interest 

and a sense of disempowerment. Developers and 

decision-makers are in turn constrained by a planning 

system that is not ‘joined up’. This leads to ad hoc 

decision-making underpinned by a technocratic mind-

set which struggles with changes in the broader social, 

environmental and political contexts. There are also 

multiple vested social, economic and political interests 

at play, and a dearth of informed public debate about 

what the society is prepared to pay for sustainable 

energy.  

 

The consensus is growing that local involvement in the 

design and implementation of grid projects increases 

understanding and support, and may accelerate 

planning and development. For instance, local 

knowledge helps improve decisions about alternative 

routing and siting or visual impacts. From an economic 

perspective collective negotiation is beneficial when 

decision-making is needed for issues where no market 

exists, such as a beautiful landscape or a feeling of 

well-being.  

 

Case Study 1: NORWAY – Hardanger Power Line  
 

In 2011, the final permission was given to construct a 

90km long overhead transmission line along the Hardanger 

Fjord of Western Norway. The line was built by the 

Norwegian transmission system operator Statnett and 

inaugurated in 2014. The 420kV line connects the 

hydroelectric plants in the mountains to Bergen.  

 

During the planning process, supporters argued that the 

power line would help meet the rising consumer demand 

for reliable electricity, reduce Norway’s dependence on oil 

and gas, and increase its ability to meet carbon reduction 

targets. Critics argued that it would damage the scenic 

landscape, ecosystems, tourism and quality of life, and 

called for a subsea cable to be strung along the floor of the 

fjord.  
 

 

The planning process sparked a major national debate and 

soul-searching. The local municipalities were paid 100 

million kroner in compensation and the government 

commissioned a review of the planning process and the 

decision to build. However, in the end, the project was 

realized as originally proposed. The controversy triggered a 

revision of national grid policy procedures and Statnett has 

more thoroughly addressed public acceptance and concerns 

in the wake of the Hardanger case. 

 

A new approach and policy 

Sustainability:  

 Develop an overarching framework based on the weak-

strong sustainability approach (above). 

 Engage with affected communities through collective 

negotiation with regulatory oversight.  

 Provide stakeholders with a menu of sustainability 

options for each context. 

Transparency:  

 Modernise the planning system and build in 

transparency in order to develop trust and good 

governance. 

Engagement:  

 Improve the content, range and timeliness of 

communications with all stakeholders about new 

electricity transmission initiatives, different types of 

mitigation and the pros and cons of alternative routes 

and methods.  

 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Case Study 2: SCOTLAND – The Beauly-Denny High Voltage Line 

 

In 2005 Scottish Hydro Electricity 

Transmission Lines (SHETL) and Scottish 

Power Transmission (SPT) applied for 

planning permission to build a 220km long 

400kV high voltage overhead transmission line 

through the Scottish Highlands between 

Beauly near Inverness and Denny near Stirling 

in central Scotland.  

 

Due to community concerns, it became the 

longest ever public inquiry in Scotland and 

construction started in 2012. It involves 6 

substations and 600 pylons up to 65 metres tall 

crossing landscapes ranging from moorland, 

forests and river valleys to flat valleys and 

settlements.  

 

Beauly-Denny has prominent supporters such 

as the Scottish Government, which backed the 

scheme as part of a strategic move to drive 

technological development and a low-carbon 

economy. Funding opportunities for Beauly-

Denny and three other projects linked to 

renewable generation were provided by the 

sector regulator OFGEM. The transmission 

system operators argued the line would ensure they could deliver a secure supply of electricity at a reasonable price.  

 

However some communities through which the line passes, argued that the official green and economic case was 

outweighed by their stronger case for preservation of biodiversity and scenery, and the development of alternative 

small energy schemes closer to settlements.  

 

Other community complaints included:  

 they were communicated ‘to’ rather than consulted; 

 they entered the planning process too late;  

 bargaining power lay with the developers and landowners; and  

 the public inquiry was a façade rather than an opportunity to reach agreements.  

 

Planning permission was granted on the basis that the developers worked with Stirling Council on a mitigation scheme 

to protect Stirling Castle and the Wallace Monument. The possibility of compensation was also raised during the 

public inquiry and as part of the consent, the Scottish Ministers ordered SHETL to pay two communities. Construction 

is ongoing and not all planning differences have been resolved. 

 

 
Proposed route of 400kv transmission line in Scotland 



 

 

 

The Difficult Issue of Compensation 

How should citizens be compensated if a collective decision is 

made which affects them negatively?  

Compensation and community benefits are currently paid to 

communities which host wind farms. Compensation has 

included one-off payments, a stream of payments or part-

ownership of the wind farm. Benefit sharing has involved new 

roads, improved broadband, tax reductions or reduced energy 

prices.  

However, compensation is not generally offered to 

communities affected by power lines. In the UK, OFGEM 

argues that UK consumers who finance the project through 

their bills should not pay for costly alternatives that are not 

economically viable. Transmission companies argue that they 

do not have sufficient spare revenue.  

Compensation can reduce ‘injury’ but can also be viewed as 

‘bribery’. A better approach is that the environment is 

compensated instead within an economic and environmental 

sustainability framework.  

 

 

 

IMPLICATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

 

The insights from the research can also have 

implications for many other contexts, such as the 

locations of wind farms, shale gas wells, and waste, 

including nuclear waste, from energy production. The 

need for a framework through which tensions can be 

resolved will become more pressing now that the 

electricity system needs substantial upgrading. 

 

Further research is needed into how sustainability 

and compensation has been discussed and paid in the 

past in the energy sector, and how a good citizenship 

and environmental investment model of community 

compensation could be developed in the future.  
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Further Information  

The research project Sustainable Grid Development (SusGrid) was funded by the Research Council of Norway, 

industrial partners and public agencies. SusGrid was led by Sintef Energy Research. 

For further information visit:  http://www.cedren.no/Projects/SusGrid  
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