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THE RENEWABLE ENERGY COOPERATIVES IN THE UK
BIRLESIK KRALLIKTA YENILENEBILIR ENERJI
KOOPERATIFCILIGI

Ertugrul Giiresci!
Kwaja Walid Shirpor?

Abstract

In England, where the Industrial Revolution began and the first cooperative
movements were implemented, it is quite likely that cooperative movements and
their applications were seen. The capital power provided by industrialization and
the solidarity and distributive thinking provided by cooperatives contributed to
the development of such cooperatives in the UK. The UK's geographical location
and its demand for energy have pushed it towards alternative energy sources and
their management. In the UK, renewable energy cooperatives stand out as an
important model that enables the direct participation of local communities in
energy production and spreads the energy transition to the grassroots level. In
this model, citizens both produce energy and obtain economic benefits through
solar, wind, or biomass projects that they jointly own and manage. Cooperatives
generally operate within the framework of the "community energy" approach. This
approach aims for energy systems to be controlled by local people instead of large
central companies. Past incentive mechanisms implemented by the UK
government have played a significant role in the development of these
cooperatives. However, the gradual reduction of some support has slowed the
sector's growth. Nevertheless, local initiatives and NGOs continue to operate by
developing innovative financing models and partnerships. In conclusion, this
study shows that renewable energy cooperatives in the UK are a crucial tool in
the sustainable energy transition, offering both environmental and socio-
economic benefits. However, strengthening policy support and reducing financial
barriers are necessary for this model to become more widespread.
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Ozet

Sanayi Devrimi'nin basladig: ve ilk kooperatif hareketlerinin hayata gecirildigi
Ingiltere'de, kooperatif hareketlerinin ve uygulamalarinin gériilmesi oldukca
muhtemeldir. Sanayilesmenin sagladig1 sermaye glicti ve kooperatiflerin sagladig:
dayanisma ve dagitimci diistince, Ingiltere'de bu tiir kooperatiflerin gelismesine
katkida bulunmustur. Ingiltere'nin cografi konumu ve enerji ihtiyaci, tlkeyi
alternatif enerji kaynaklarina ve bunlarin ydnetimine ydneltmistir. ingiltere'de,
yenilenebilir enerji kooperatifleri, yerel topluluklarin enerji tiretimine dogrudan
katilimini saglayan ve enerji gecisini taban seviyesine yayan 6nemli bir model
olarak 6ne cikmaktadir. Bu modelde, vatandaslar hem enerji tretir hem de
ortaklasa sahip olduklari1 ve ydnettikleri glines, rizgar veya biyoktutle projeleri
araciligiyla ekonomik faydalar elde ederler. Kooperatifler genellikle "topluluk
enerjisi" yaklasimi cercevesinde faaliyet gosterir. Bu yaklasim, enerji
sistemlerinin bUiylk merkezi sirketler yerine yerel halk tarafindan kontrol
edilmesini amaglamaktadir. Ingiltere hiiklimeti tarafindan uygulanan ge¢cmis
tesvik mekanizmalari, bu kooperatiflerin gelisiminde 6énemli bir rol oynamistir.
Bununla birlikte, bazi1 desteklerin kademeli olarak azaltilmasi, sektérun
buytmesini yavaslatmistir. Bununla birlikte, yerel girisimler ve STK'lar yenilik¢i
finansman modelleri ve ortakliklar gelistirerek faaliyetlerine devam etmektedir.
Sonu¢ olarak, bu c¢alisma, Birlesik Krallik'taki yenilenebilir enerji
kooperatiflerinin stirdurulebilir enerji gecisinde hem cevresel hem de sosyo-
ekonomik faydalar sunan énemli bir ara¢ oldugunu goéstermektedir. Ancak, bu
modelin daha yaygin hale gelmesi i¢cin politika desteginin gli¢lendirilmesi ve
finansal engellerin azaltilmasi gerekmektedir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Birlesik Krallik, Cooperatif, Yenilenebilir Enerji
Kooperatifciligi

INTRODUCTION

Renewable energy cooperatives are a significant model that is fundamentally
transforming the understanding of energy production and consumption today. The
importance of this model stems from its multifaceted impacts, encompassing not
only environmental benefits but also economic, social, and political dimensions.
Firstly, renewable energy cooperatives play a critical role in sustainability. They
contribute to reducing carbon emissions by decreasing dependence on fossil fuels
and provide concrete local solutions in the fight against climate change. They
create an environmentally friendly energy production model through the use of
solar, wind, and other clean energy sources (Agrawal and Soni, 2021). From an
economic perspective, these cooperatives support local development. Income from
energy production returns directly to community members instead of large
corporations. This contributes to strengthening the local economy and making
income distribution more equitable. At the same time, individuals becoming energy
producers creates a more competitive and balanced structure in the energy
market. From a social perspective, cooperatives promote participation and
democratic governance. Citizens become not only consumers but also decision-
makers and investors. This increases interest in energy policies and strengthens
public awareness. Localizing control over energy production allows communities
to develop solutions tailored to their own needs. Finally, it offers a significant
advantage in terms of energy security. By reducing dependence on centralized
energy systems, it creates a more resilient and flexible energy infrastructure,
especially during times of crisis. Continuity in energy supply is ensured through
local production, and external dependence is reduced. In short, renewable energy
cooperatives play a key role in the energy system of the future by making
significant contributions in fundamental areas such as environmental
sustainability, economic justice, social participation, and energy security (Moriarty
and Honnery, 2016).
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There are approximately 3,000 renewable energy cooperatives in FEurope.
According to REScoop. eu data, more than 2,500 cooperatives and approximately
2 million citizens are involved in these structures across Europe. The total number
worldwide is in the thousands, but the concentration is in specific regions. Europe
has the highest concentration of renewable energy cooperatives. Countries such
as Germany, Denmark, the Netherlands, Belgium, and the United Kingdom are
particularly leading in this area. Approximately 80% of these cooperatives in
Europe are concentrated in Germany and Denmark, primarily due to strong
government incentives, a local culture of participation, and regulatory support in
the energy market. Globally, renewable energy cooperatives are rapidly growing in
number but are regionally unevenly distributed. Europe, in particular, is central
to this model in terms of both numerical size and institutional sophistication
(Coopseurope, 2026).

The United Kingdom, thanks to its geographical location, climate characteristics,
and technological infrastructure, is one of the countries with the highest potential
for renewable energy in Europe. Its diversity in wind, solar, tidal, and biomass
resources places it in a strategic position in the energy transition (Fernandez,
2021). The UK's greatest renewable energy advantage is wind energy. Its open
coastline on the North Sea and the Atlantic Ocean provides high and consistent
wind speeds. The country is a world leader, particularly in offshore wind energy.
The UK government aims to significantly increase offshore wind capacity by 2030.
Wind energy is currently the largest renewable source in the country's electricity
production. While the UK has lower sunshine hours compared to southern
European countries, rooftop solar panels (especially in residential and cooperative
projects) are widespread, and technological advancements are increasing efficiency
(Gupta, 2026). Therefore, solar energy is an important complementary resource,
particularly for local and small-scale production. Regarding tidal and wave energy,
the UK is one of the leading countries in the world in terms of tidal energy potential.
High tidal differences are concentrated particularly along the west coast of England
and around Scotland. While not yet fully utilized, this area is seen as a major
energy source in the future. As for biomass and other resources, biomass
production is possible in the UK thanks to agricultural waste and forest products,
and waste-to-energy integrated energy production is also developing. Overall, the
UK's renewable energy potential is characterized by high resource diversity, a
strong technological infrastructure, and policy support. However, the full potential
of this energy is yet to be realized.

THE HISTORY OF RENEWABLE ENERGY COOPERATIVES IN THE UK

The history of renewable energy cooperatives in the United Kingdom is a testament
to the power of grassroots movements in driving significant change in the energy
sector. These cooperatives, which are community-led organizations focused on
generating and distributing renewable energy, have played a pivotal role in
promoting sustainability, reducing carbon emissions, and empowering local
communities. Their development has been shaped by a combination of
environmental awareness, government policies, technological advancements, and
the need for energy security. This essay traces the evolution of renewable energy
cooperatives in the UK, highlighting key milestones and the challenges they have
faced along the way (Greenearth, 2026).
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Early Beginnings: The 1990s:

The origins of renewable energy cooperatives in the UK can be traced back to the
early 1990s, a period marked by increasing public concern over environmental
issues and a growing awareness of the impacts of climate change. During this time,
there was a growing recognition of the need for alternative energy sources that
were both sustainable and environmentally friendly. The UK government began to
explore renewable energy options, and this period saw the introduction of several
key policies aimed at promoting renewable energy generation.

One of the earliest and most notable renewable energy cooperatives in the UK was
the Baywind Energy Co-operative, established in 1996 in Cumbria. Baywind was
inspired by similar models in Denmark, where community ownership of wind
turbines was already well established. The cooperative model allowed local
residents to invest in and own a share of the wind turbines, thus benefiting directly
from the energy produced and the profits generated. Baywind’s success
demonstrated the viability of community-led renewable energy projects in the UK
and set the stage for the development of more cooperatives in the years that
followed (Baywind, 2017).

Expansion and Growth: The 2000s:

The early 2000s marked a period of significant growth for renewable energy
cooperatives in the UK. This expansion was driven by several factors, including
technological advancements, supportive government policies, and increased public
awareness of the need for sustainable energy sources. Technological
advancements during this period, particularly in wind and solar energy, made
small-scale renewable energy projects more viable and cost-effective. The
decreasing cost of renewable energy technologies meant that community groups
could more easily raise the necessary funds to invest in local energy projects. At
the same time, improvements in energy storage and grid integration technologies
made it easier for these projects to contribute to the national grid and provide
reliable energy to their communities (Energy Saving Trust, 2026).

Government policies also played a crucial role in the growth of renewable energy
cooperatives during this period. The introduction of the Renewables Obligation
(RO) in 2002 provided a financial incentive for renewable energy generation by
requiring energy suppliers to source a certain proportion of their energy from
renewable sources. This policy helped to create a market for renewable energy and
encouraged the development of new projects, including those led by community
cooperatives (Renewables Obligation (RO), 2026).The introduction of Feed-in
Tariffs (FiTs) in 2010 further boosted the growth of renewable energy cooperatives.
FiTs provided a guaranteed payment for energy generated by renewable sources,
making it easier for cooperatives to secure funding for their projects. The financial
stability provided by FiTs attracted more communities to the cooperative model
and led to a significant increase in the number of renewable energy cooperatives
across the UK (CTCN, 2026).

Challenges and Resilience: The 2010s:

While the 2010s were marked by continued growth in the number of renewable
energy cooperatives, this period also brought significant challenges. Changes in
government policy, particularly the reduction and eventual removal of subsidies
such as FiTs, created a more challenging financial environment for new and
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existing cooperatives. The removal of FiTs in 2019, in particular, was a major
setback for the sector, as it removed a key financial mechanism that had supported
the growth of community energy projects for nearly a decade. In response to these
challenges, renewable energy cooperatives began to explore new business models
and sources of funding. Some cooperatives turned to local authorities and social
investment funds for support, while others developed innovative financing models,
such as community shares and crowdfunding, to raise the necessary capital for
their projects. These approaches allowed cooperatives to continue developing new
projects, despite the less favorable policy environment (REA, 20125; Strachan et
al., 2015).

Another challenge faced by renewable energy cooperatives during this period was
the increasing complexity of the energy market. The liberalization and privatization
of the UK energy market in the 1990s had created a competitive environment in
which large energy companies dominated. Navigating this complex market proved
challenging for small, community-led cooperatives, which often lacked the
resources and expertise of larger, more established energy companies. Despite
these challenges, renewable energy cooperatives continued to thrive in the 2010s,
thanks in large part to the resilience and commitment of the communities behind
them. Many cooperatives expanded their activities beyond energy generation,
offering additional services such as energy efficiency advice, educational programs,
and community engagement initiatives. These activities helped to strengthen the
connection between cooperatives and their local communities, ensuring ongoing
support for their projects (Energy Saving Trust, 2019).

THE ROLE OF POLICY AND COMMUNITY ENGAGEMENT IN RENEWABLE
ENERGY COOPERATIVES IN THE UK

Renewable energy cooperatives in the UK sit at the intersection of policy
frameworks and community-led action. Their success—or failure—depends heavily
on how these two forces interact. Below is a structured analysis of both dimensions
and how they reinforce each other. The success of renewable energy cooperatives
in the UK has been closely tied to the policy environment in which they operate.
Supportive policies, such as the FiTs and the RO, played a crucial role in the early
growth of the sector, providing the financial stability needed to attract investment
and enable the development of new projects. However, the removal of these policies
has highlighted the challenges faced by renewable energy cooperatives in a
changing policy landscape. Community engagement has also been a key factor in
the success of renewable energy cooperatives. These cooperatives rely on the
support and involvement of local residents, who invest in the projects, participate
in decision-making, and benefit from the energy produced. Effective community
engagement has been critical in building trust, securing investment, and ensuring
the long-term sustainability of cooperative projects (Willis and Willis, 2012).

The rise of renewable energy cooperatives in the UK has also been driven by a
desire for greater energy democracy and local control over energy resources. By
giving communities ownership of their energy production, cooperatives have
empowered local residents to take direct action in the fight against climate change
and reduce their reliance on large, centralized energy companies. This model of
energy production aligns with broader trends towards decentralization and
localism, which have gained momentum in recent years (Berka, 2017).

a. Supportive and restrictive frameworks: Government policy has a decisive
impact on the emergence and scalability of community energy projects.
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Historically, schemes such as Feed Tariffs (FiT) helped early growth, but their
removal slowed development and increased financial uncertainty. Planning
permission processes remain costly and risky, particularly for small community
groups without capital. Periods of restrictive policy (e.g., restrictions on onshore
wind energy in the UK) significantly limited cooperative expansion.

b. Financial and institutional support: Recent policy trends are more
supportive: The £1 billion Local Energy Scheme aims to fund community-owned
renewable energy projects across the UK. Cooperative networks such as
Energy4All have collectively raised over £100 million in funding for projects, often
using policy-backed financing structures.

c. Regulatory hurdles and market structure: Despite progress, structural
issues remain. Community projects often have to sell electricity to the national grid
rather than locally, limiting local benefits. Grid access and infrastructure
restrictions hinder expansion. The lack of supportive frameworks for local energy
trading reduces efficiency and incentives.

d. Policy as a tool of legitimacy: Policy also plays a social role. It demonstrates
the government's commitment to the transition to renewable energy. It builds trust
among investors and communities. It helps normalize cooperative ownership
models.

THE CURRENT TRENDS AND FUTURE PROSPECTS IN RENEWABLE ENERGY
COOPERATIVES IN THE UK

Looking ahead, renewable energy cooperatives in the UK are poised to continue
playing a vital role in the transition to a low-carbon economy. The ongoing
development of renewable energy technologies, combined with growing public
support for sustainable practices, creates opportunities for further expansion and
innovation within the sector. Government policies and support mechanisms will
be crucial in shaping the future of renewable energy cooperatives. Continued
investment in renewable energy infrastructure, favorable regulatory frameworks,
and targeted financial incentives will help ensure the viability and growth of
community-led projects. Additionally, fostering partnerships between
cooperatives, local authorities, and other stakeholders can enhance the impact
and sustainability of renewable energy initiatives (Strachan et al., 2015).
Community engagement and education will remain key factors in the success of
renewable energy cooperatives. By promoting awareness of renewable energy
benefits and encouraging active participation, cooperatives can build strong,
resilient communities that are invested in the future of sustainable energy. As a
result, Renewable energy cooperatives in the UK represent a significant and
growing sector within the broader cooperative movement. With approximately 180
cooperatives actively engaged in renewable energy projects, these organizations
contribute to the UK's goals of sustainability, energy security, and community
empowerment. While challenges such as financial viability and regulatory hurdles
persist, the continued support for renewable energy cooperatives and the
cooperative model as a whole will be essential in driving the transition to a low-
carbon future. Through their commitment to local ownership, democratic control,
and environmental responsibility, renewable energy cooperatives exemplify the
potential of community-led initiatives to make a meaningful impact on both the
energy sector and broader society (Mirzania et al., 2019).

in the UK continue to play a vital role in the transition to a low-carbon energy
system. Although the sector has faced significant challenges in recent years, the
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resilience and adaptability of these cooperatives have allowed them to continue
contributing to the UK’s renewable energy goals. Looking to the future, there is
significant potential for renewable energy cooperatives to expand their role in the
UK energy market. The increasing focus on achieving net-zero carbon emissions
by 2050, combined with growing public support for renewable energy, creates a
favorable environment for the development of new community energy projects.
Moreover, advancements in renewable energy technologies, such as battery storage
and smart grids, offer new opportunities for cooperatives to innovate and enhance
the sustainability and efficiency of their projects. Giulietti et al., 2005). However,
the future success of renewable energy cooperatives will depend on continued
support from both government and local communities. Policy frameworks that
provide financial stability and encourage investment in community energy projects
will be essential in enabling the sector to grow and thrive. At the same time,
ongoing community engagement and education will be critical in maintaining the
support and involvement of local residents Renewable Energy Association (REA,
2018). As a result, The history of renewable energy cooperatives in the UK is a
story of innovation, resilience, and community empowerment. From their
beginnings in the 1990s to their current role in the UK’s renewable energy
landscape, these cooperatives have demonstrated the potential of community-led
approaches to sustainable development. Despite the challenges they have faced,
renewable energy cooperatives have continued to thrive, driven by the commitment
of the communities they serve and the ongoing need for sustainable energy
solutions. As the UK moves towards its goal of net-zero carbon emissions,
renewable energy cooperatives will undoubtedly continue to play a crucial role in
shaping a more sustainable and equitable energy future. (Harnmeijer et al., 2016).
Current trends in UK Renewable Energy Cooperatives are summarized as follows:

a. Steady Growth in Scale and Impact: The UK community energy sector is
expanding, but gradually, not explosively. As of 2024, approximately 614
community energy organisations were active, almost half operating as
cooperatives. Community-owned renewable energy capacity reached ~411 MW,
generating 575 GWh of energy annually (powering approximately 212,000 homes).
The sector raised £24 million for new projects and employed over 61,000 people.

b. Increasing Contribution to the UK Energy Mix: Renewable energy is
becoming dominant in the UK energy system. By 2025, 54.7% of electricity
generation in the UK will come from renewable sources. Community energy has a
small but growing share in this broader transition. Cooperatives are not the main
producers, but they play a strategic role in decentralization and public
participation.

c. Diversification of activities: Modern energy cooperatives are no longer limited
to production alone. They are increasingly focusing on: Energy efficiency and
improvement programmes; Combating fuel poverty; Local transport solutions;
Offering smart energy systems and resilience services. This reflects a shift towards
“community energy 2.0” models, which are integrated, multi-service approaches.

d. Strong social and economic impact: Community energy is valuable not only
for electricity but also for its local benefits. It contributes over £20 million annually
to local economies.

e. Policy momentum is returning: After a period of stagnation (following the Feed
Rates), policy support is rising again. The Guardian reports that Miliband has
committed up to £1 billion to community green energy projects. A UK subsidy
change could put offshore wind energy back on track.
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f. Persistent structural barriers: Despite progress, significant constraints
remain. Grid connection delays and infrastructure limitations, difficulty accessing
local energy markets, policy inconsistencies over time, and limited installation
rates despite funding availability are obstacles. These challenges slow
implementation even when projects are approved. New Trends Shaping the Sector
are as follows:

a. Shift towards local energy systems: These include local energy markets,
inter-business electricity trading, and decentralized grids. This aligns with the
UK’s Local Power Scheme, which aims to expand community ownership and local
benefits.

b. Increased public participation: Membership in community energy schemes
has almost tripled since 2017, reaching ~85,000 people by 2024. This creates
demand for democratic energy models.

c. Integration with the public sector and local authorities: Local councils are
becoming increasingly important. They are co-investing in projects, installing solar
power plants in public buildings, and supporting cooperative financing models.
This hybrid model (public + community ownership) is becoming more common.

d. Technological integration: Future-oriented cooperatives are adopting
technologies such as battery storage, smart grids, and digital energy platforms.
These technologies provide flexibility, resilience, and local optimization.

Significant growth potential (but conditional): The sector is widely described
as “scalable.” Growth drivers include government funding and rising energy costs
— demand for local control; however, growth depends on grid reform, stable long-
term policy, market access for local energy trading, and the expansion of
community ownership.

CONCLUSION

In the UK, renewable energy cooperatives are structures where local people
participate as shareholders or members. They generate energy from renewable
sources such as solar, wind, and hydroelectric power, and are managed
democratically on the principle of "one member = one vote." The income generated
provides members with limited returns and is largely reinvested in community
projects. These cooperatives aim not only to produce energy but also to contribute
to local development and social benefits. In the UK, renewable energy cooperatives
began as small-scale initiatives in the early 2000s, grew rapidly in the 2010s with
government support for the Feed-in Tariff (FiT), slowed growth after 2016 with
reduced support, but have seen renewed policy support and increased interest in
recent years. Today, hundreds of community energy groups operate in the UK,
with tens of thousands of people participating in these projects. While the total
production capacity is small on a national scale, it is impactful on a local scale.
The economic benefits of these cooperatives include local people being able to
invest and generate income, profits remaining within the region, and the creation
of local jobs. Social benefits include strengthening community solidarity and
contributing to the fight against energy poverty. It provides funding for local
projects (schools, social services, etc.). Environmental benefits contribute to the
reduction of carbon emissions and promote the widespread adoption of clean
energy production. Key challenges include policy uncertainty (frequent changes in
incentives), grid access issues (failure to deliver electricity to local consumers),
high initial costs, and competition with large energy companies. In the UK,
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renewable energy cooperatives face problems such as policy dependence, small
scale, and infrastructure and market constraints. Consequently, renewable energy
cooperatives in the UK are not the main actors in the energy system, but an
increasingly important complementary element, and are expected to be reshaped
in the future by more stable policies, the development of local energy markets, and
technological advancements.
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