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The focus of Paakkonen´s thesis is to shed new light on the phases and support needs that 

communities go through when implementing renewable energy projects. The aim was to explore the 

community renewable projects in northern periphery area (picture 1) through two views: Firstly, the 

phases the local communities went through when implementing their renewable energy projects and 

secondly, what kind of support needs the communities had over those phases.  

 

The qualitative method research explores the phases systematically and brings up the support needs 

the communities have. The research material consists of case study interviews that were collected for 

the SMALLEST project (duration 2009–2012, Northern Periphery Programme 2007–2013), which 

was the commissioner for Paakkonen’s research material. The goal for the SMALLEST project was 

to help communities to maximize the economical, socio-political and environmental benefits the 

renewable energy sources provide. This was to achieve via educational, advisory and political 

influencing. The project also explored how to empower European, small-scale communities located 

in the Northern Periphery Program area to start renewable energy projects. In Finland, the focus was 

on the outreach of municipal decision makers and the development of policy.  
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The research is based on a qualitative analysis of twelve semi-structured case study interviews (app. 

60 questions) collected between January and August 2011. The interviews cover northern periphery 

areas in Finland, Scotland and Sweden (see table 1.). All interviews focused on renewable energy 

project implementation by a local community. Most interviewed communities were traditional 

communities. Geo-thermal technology was chosen by a cooperative (1), a federation of parishes (7) 

and a residents’ association (9). The increasing price of oil was a driver to install wood-fired heating 

systems in a municipality (5), a nursing home (6) and in a leisure centre (8). Three communities (3, 

4, and 12) were building a biogas plant. A parish (2) had two projects: joining to district heating and 

applying for an environmental diploma. A farm (4) was the smallest community with one member. 

In each interviewed country, there was a development project: a trust (10) in Scotland, a regional 

biofuel project (11) in Sweden and an educational organisation (3) in Finland. 

 

Table 1. The case studies from Finland, Scotland and Sweden 

No. Community group Renewable energy technology 

Finland 

1 A Heat Cooperative Ground heat pump embedded into water 

system  

2 A Parish  District heat system 

Environmental diploma designed for parishes 

3 An Educational Organisation  Biogas, wind and solar energy for study and 

research 

4 A Farm A farm scale biogas plant 

5 A Municipality A fixed bed boiler for wooden chips 

6 A Nursing home  Two pellets boilers for wooden pellets 

7 A Federation of Parishes Geothermal heat pump embedded into lake 

sediment  

Scotland 

8 A Leisure Centre A stoker boiler for wooden chips 

9 A Residents´ Association  A ground heat pump with four pipes 

embedded into ground 
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10 A Community Trust Distributes money for development 

opportunities in the environment 

Sweden 

11 A Regional biofuel Project Biofuels for transportation 

12 A Municipality A biogas plant using a decomposition reactor  

 

Results and conclusions 

The study results show a connection between the core team and the legal structure of the community. 

The success of community project relates to the strength of the existing community framework. The 

existing legal structure can benefit the community during one or more project phases, but having to 

choose the structure specifically for the energy project have its advantages as well. The communities 

with a strong core team, an existing legal structure, connections and technical skills had usually, but 

not necessarily, easier steps. Paakkonen proposes that communities should become aware of their 

networks and knowledge already in the beginning of the project. Understanding which skills or 

knowledge the community is lacking enables them to search the support outside the community in 

time.  Committed  key  persons  and  support  from the  local  institutions  can  be  essential  to  make  the  

project successful. Most cases needed support outside the research communities. Communities, which 

had more troubles than others, had at least one person, i.e. key person, helping them. This person 

could even be the lifeline of the whole project. 

 

The support needs were similar in each research country (Finland, Sweden and Scotland). The 

communities were searching support services for advice, finance and technical matters throughout 

the project phases. In addition, each comparison country had its weaknesses; incompetent 

construction companies in Scotland, exhaustive objection in Sweden and the lack of regional support 

bodies in Finland. Help was mostly needed in site search, operational management and finance. 

Communities needed mostly guidance towards the best RE technology in their circumstances, 

financial support and tools to control the design and construction phases. The needed information 

was usually gathered from different sources and through excursions. According to the researcher, it 

would be beneficial and advisable to arrange a support service, national or the Norther Periphery and 

Artic Area -wide, providing or leading support during each phase of a community renewable energy 

project. Both, the database the commissioner project compiled of the regional advisory services and 
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the funding available for rural communities across the partner countries, would have been highly 

beneficial for the research communities. 

 

According to Paakkonen, with or without success, the research communities become important 

examples to others by showing which technologies are functional and sharing their experiences. 

“Other communities will visit them, be astonished and ask how they did it. Those, who struggled, 

will answer, “We did not give up” and those with less obstacles will describe the beneficial skills and 

information  sources  they  had”,  she  finds.  As  the  results  confirm,  setting  up  a  community  project  

means lengthy and wide commitment and dedication from people. 

 

The results of the study can give practical help to current and future communities implementing 

renewable energy technologies. Other communities can use the research as a guide through the 

minefield of mistakes and success. The order of the project phases were not solid and each community 

walked its individual path through the phases. The communities faced most difficulties during site 

search, investment and construction. Paakkonen argues that recognizing the different phases and their 

meanings can help the forthcoming communities to evade some of the barriers and delays described. 

 

The permanent address of the Mari Paakkonen’s thesis “Community Renewable Energy Project 

Phases and Support Needs in the European Northern Periphery: - A Case Study Research from 

Finland compared to Scotland and Sweden” (2016) is: http://urn.fi/URN:NBN:fi:amk-

2016111516225  
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