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ABSTRACT Social acceptance as a part of renewable energy technology implementation has largely been neglected 
in the eighties when the policy programs started. Most developers, including energy companies, authori-

ties, and private local investors thought that implementation was not a problem, because the first surveys on the public 
acceptance of renewable, in particular wind power, revealed very high levels of support for the technology. However, 
the first investigations that looked beyond this simple observation tried to further elaborate the conditions that deter-
mine the effective support that applications of wind power would get. At the time, such issues were usually perceived 
as residual questions simply called ‘non-technical’ factors.
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INTODUCTION 
Renewable energy (hereafter, RE) is being championed 
as a potentially significant new source of jobs and ru-
ral growth in OECD countries, and a means of address-
ing environmental and energy security concerns. In most 
countries, governments have invested large amounts of 
public money to support RE development and are requir-
ing significant quantities of it to be sold by energy pro-
viders. But what are the economic impacts of these poli-
cies and investments? Can RE really help to develop rural 
economies? It finds that while RE indeed represents an 
opportunity for stimulating economic growth in hosting 
communities, it also requires a complex and flexible policy 
framework and a long-term strategy. RE is not going to 
create lot of jobs, but rather some additional employment 
opportunities in rural areas.

Making a positive connection between RE development 
and local economic growth will require more coherent 
strategies, the right set of local conditions, and a place-
based approach to deployment.

What does renewable energy offer rural areas?
The global deployment of RE has been expanding rap-
idly. For instance, the RE electricity sector grew by 26% 
between 2005 and 2010 globally and currently provides 
about 20% of the world’s total power (including hydro-
power). Rural areas attract a large part of investment re-
lated to renewable energy deployment, tending to be 
sparsely populated but with abundant sources of RE. The 
case studies have found that RE deployment can provide 
hosting communities with some benefits, including: 

• New revenue sources. RE increases the tax base for im-
proving service provision in rural communities. It can also 
generating extra income for land owners and land-based 
activities. For example, farmers and forest owners who in-
tegrating renewable energy production into their activities 
have diversified, increased, and stabilized their income 
sources.

• New job and business opportunities, especially when a 
large number of actors is involved and when the RE activ-

ity is embedded in the local economy. Although RE tends 
to have a limited impact on local labour markets, it can 
create some valuable job opportunities for people in re-
gions where there are otherwise limited employment op-
portunities. RE can create direct jobs, such as in operating 
and maintaining equipment. However, most long-term jobs 
are indirect, arising along the renewable energy supply-
chain (manufacturing, specialized services), and by adapt-
ing existing expertise to the needs of renewable energy.

• Innovations in products, practices and policies in ru-
ral areas. In hosting RE, rural areas are the places where 
new technologies are tested, challenges first appear, and 
new policy approaches are trialed. Some form of innova-
tion related to renewable energy has been observed in all 
the case studies. The presence of a large number of ac-
tors in the RE industry enriches the “learning fabric” of 
the region. Small and medium-sized enterprises are active 
in finding business niches as well as clients and valuable 
suppliers. Even when the basic technology is imported 
from outside the region, local actors often adapt it to local 
needs and potentials.

• Capacity building and community empowerment. As 
actors become more specialized and accumulate skills in 
the new industry, their capacity to learn and innovate is 
enhanced. Several rural regions have developed specific 
institutions, organisms, and authorities to deal with RE de-
ployment in reaction to large investment and top-down 
national policies. This dynamic has been observed both in 
regions where local communities fully support RE and in 
regions where the population is against potentially harmful 
developments.

• Affordable energy. RE provides remote rural regions 
with the opportunity to produce their own energy (electric-
ity and heat in particular), rather than importing conven-
tional energy from outside. Being able to generate reliable 
and cheap energy can trigger economic development.

Key challenges
Renewable energy policy is expected to deliver in three ar-
eas: 
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• Energy security, 
• Climate change mitigation, and 
• Economic development (job creation). 
 
However, this is not always the case and there can be 
significant trade-offs among them. For instance, large bi-
omass heat and power plants can generate new employ-
ment opportunities in rural communities, but may have a 
negative CO2 balance due to land-use change and trans-
portation of feedstock over relatively long distances. Simi-
larly RE is in most instances a capital-intensive activity, and 
energy as a whole represents a small share of employment 
in regional economies. Small-scale installations typically 
source labour and equipment from international suppliers, 
so the impact at the community level in terms of job crea-
tion is rather limited. 

Renewable energy is increasingly being championed as a 
new source of jobs in OECD countries, as well as address-
ing concerns with energy security and climate change. In 
most OECD member countries, governments have in-
vested large amounts of public money to support renew-
able energy development, and have also required that sig-
nificant quantities of renewable energy be sold by energy 
providers. With most renewable energy facilities located in 
rural areas. 

- What are the economic impacts of these policies and in-
vestments? 

-Can renewable energy really help to develop rural econo-
mies?

These are some of the questions to be explored. For re-
newable energy to trigger rural economic growth requires 
a coherent policy framework and the right set of local con-
ditions.

Positive impacts
• Local revenue
• Local jobs
• Innovations, in products, processes and policies
• Capacity building and local empowerment
• Affordable and reliable energy
 
Why technologies are termed “innovative” is that they 
have been tested for the first time and have been modi-
fied and remodified in order to suit local settings. “Innova-
tive” also means adopting a new working approach in or-
der to popularize an old technology as is true in the case 
of the community biogas plant and the group production 
of bio-briquettes. Another innovative aspect of technolo-
gies is the use of notoriously invasive exotic species such 
as Eupatorium and water hyacinth as the raw material to 
produce energy.

Promoting different technologies provides users with choic-
es. In rural lowland areas, rich and middle-class people can 
afford to rear the cattle needed to be able to use biogas 
technology. But for the rural poor, rice husk stoves and 
improved cook stoves or bio-briquettes may be better op-
tions. In the hills and mountains, however, none of these 
technologies are appropriate. Highlanders will instead opt 
for cooking technologies such as metal stoves and stoves 
with smoke hoods which also keep their houses warm. 
Aside from renewable energy technologies’ commercial 
benefits, these technologies improve human health, pro-
vide environmental services, and promote forest conser-
vation. Their introduction also helps initiate gender sensi-
tive dialogue in local communities. Promoting renewable 
energy technologies is a win-win proposition for all stake-
holders. It has opened a huge market niche for traders and 
producers and enabled them to make profits. For users, in 
contrast, adopting renewable energy Technologies are a 
proven money-saving step.

CONCLUSION 
Studies already showed that neither public support, nor 
support from crucial stakeholders at varying scale-levels 
could be taken for granted. Nevertheless, the issue of so-
cial acceptance remained largely neglected in the nineties, 
because of the high level of general public support for re-
newable energy technologies. However, there is more than 
one aspect of social acceptance that must be taken into 
account. A number of features of renewable energy inno-
vation bring new aspects to the debate on social accept-
ance:

• For one, renewable energy plants tend to be smaller-
scale than conventional power plants, increasing the num-
ber of sitting decisions that need to be taken.

• Secondly, as renewable energy conversion tends to be 
characterized by lower energy densities, the relative visu-
al impact (per MWh of output) tends to be higher. It also 
means that renewable energy conversion tends to hap-
pen closer to where the energy consumer lives (the “back-
yard”), thereby increasing its visibility and bringing the en-
vironmental impact closer to their residence.

• Thirdly, given the ubiquitous presence of externalities 
in the energy sector, most renewable energy technologies 
compete with incumbent technologies not on a level play-
ing field, thereby making acceptance of them a choice be-
tween short-term costs and long term benefits.

Public acceptance is recognized as an important issue 
shaping the widespread implementation of renewable en-
ergy technologies and the achievement of energy policy 
targets. Furthermore, it is commonly assumed that ‘public 
attitudes’ need to change to make more radical scenarios 
about the implementation of renewable energy technolo-
gies feasible. 


