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The good process or the great illusion? A spatial perspective on public
participation in Danish municipal wind turbine planning
Laura Tolnov Clausen a, David Rudolph b and Sophie Nyborg c*
aDepartment of Global Development and Planning, University of Agder, Kristiansand, Norway; bDepartment of Wind Energy,
Technical University of Denmark, Roskilde, Denmark; cDTU Management Engineering, Technical University of Denmark, Lyngby,
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ABSTRACT
This paper explores limitations and potentials of the public space for participation in
Danish municipal wind energy planning. Although the Danish procedure for
involving citizens in wind energy developments is often praised for its
participatory merits, the approach is not without problems. Based on explorative
case study research of three Danish wind energy projects at the planning stage,
and qualitative interviews with both citizens and planners, the paper reveals
shortcomings in terms of perceived procedural fairness and the powerful role
ascribed to developers in a planning process. A general conclusion is that the
implementation of limited participation requirements of the inherent invited space
decouples citizens’ perspectives while providing a space for economic and
strategic interests that is closed in its character. However, the study also localizes
public input which is not limited to formal participation mechanisms. Self-initiated
participation representing a ‘claimed’, ‘uninvited’ and ‘self-organized’ space exerts
pressure from the outside and may carry important answers to future energy
challenges. The paper suggests that a successful nurturing of such potentials could
help to reconfigure a public space that encourages collective reflection between
established and oppositional understandings of wind energy and society.
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1. Introduction

Protests against the siting of large wind energy (WE) facilities have put pressure on planning authorities to put
more emphasis on public participation. This shift includes a recognition of the complexity of public attitudes
and a desire to avoid conflicts in decision-making processes (Cuppen, 2018). Since opposition is often per-
ceived as a ‘bottleneck’ in the planning system (Ellis et al., 2009), the participatory approach has, as Kaza
(2006, p. 256) contended, ‘become institutionalized as a method of good planning practice’. The growing
body of literature also points to the importance of local values, knowledge and contextual factors in shaping
contestations. While previous research has often been aimed at a better understanding of local opposition to
overcome or avoid it (Aitken, 2010; Batel, 2020), more nuanced insights have led to the acknowledgement that
local people may be ‘local experts’ and engaging them and their contextualized knowledge of the local area
would not only overcome a ’democratic deficit’ (Bell et al., 2005) in renewable energy technology (RET)
decisions, but would also lead to locally anchored societal and environmentally sustainable solutions (Chilvers
et al., 2005; Leibenath et al., 2016; Natarajan et al., 2018).
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Research on this topic is therefore not new, and some sort of consensus exists that new initiatives for
citizen engagement in planning processes are required. An overall concern with justice, fairness, trust,
inclusion and empowerment in planning procedures has led to increased creativity in the design of new
participatory spaces for citizen engagement including ‘good practice’ guidelines for enhanced participation
processes.

This paper focuses on wind farm developments in Denmark for which such guidelines can also be found
and whose approach to community participation within wind farm planning has been highlighted as a positive
example from which other countries could learn (e.g. Aitken et al., 2016; Szarka, 2006; Toke et al., 2008). Like-
wise, Danish authorities share this general praise and consider Danish standards of public involvement to be
rather high. This is particularly described in a booklet from the Danish Energy Agency (2009, p. 8), which
describes guidelines for ‘the good process’ in Danish WE planning stating that ‘the development of wind
power in Denmark has been characterized by strong public involvement’.

Despite this self-righteous image, we demonstrate that the Danish planning procedures do not possess an
enduring learning potential. Similar to developments in other parts of the world (e.g. Walker & Baxter, 2017),
the Danish approach has also motivated a social movement opposed to WE (Clausen & Rudolph, 2019; Larsen
et al., 2018; Kirkegaard & Nyborg, 2020) and several municipalities have recently declared their unwillingness
to host further WE projects on land (DE, 2019).

Such experiences point to the significance of procedural justice, but question that simply creating
new participatory arrangements will result in greater inclusion (Clausen, 2017; Cornwall, 2008). The notion
of procedural justice refers to fairness in the process of decision-making (e.g. access to information, recognition
and inclusion of affected stakeholders) and is related to the ability of people who are affected by a decision to
participate as equals in the decisions-making process (e.g. Gross, 2007; Ottinger et al., 2014; Simcock, 2016).
However, in practice there is often a nuanced discrepancy between the legal procedures and the perceived fair-
ness of the actual process associated with the implementation of the legal procedures (Wolsink, 2007).

As argued by Gaventa (2006, p. 23), much seems to depend on power relations which surround and imbue
the democratic spaces in question. New participatory arenas which may appear as innovations are often
fashioned out of existing forms through a process of institutional bricolage, drawing on existing relationships,
hierarchies and rules of the game (Cornwall, 2004a, p. 2). Hence, participation has also been argued to be at
best deeply naïve (Cruikshank, 1999) and at worst a ‘tyranny’ (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Hickey &Mohan, 2004)
of a manipulative exercise of power. Critical questions need therefore be directed towards the participatory
procedures, which at first glance represents good practice guidelines.

The aim of this paper is to scrutinize the participatory capabilities of the Danish WE planning process and
elucidate what participation actually means and entails in light of the praised participation model and increas-
ing local opposition. This touches also upon the fundamental question whether it is meaningful to talk about
public participation in WE planning at all, if engagement practices are heavily woven into strategic power
interests.

By addressing these issues, the paper offers two contributions: a) a nuanced understanding of power
mechanisms in and the dynamic interaction of diverse forms of formal and informal participatory spaces
at stake in participatory procedures and b) a multi-case study critique of the wider participatory discourse
related to ‘the good process’ in Danish WE development. In order to scrutinize the participation process,
we draw primarily on qualitative interviews with local residents and municipal planners in three case
areas, supplemented by desk-based research, including the analysis of consultation responses. Theoreti-
cally, the paper is inspired by theories of participation (e.g. Arnstein, 1969; Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Hickey
& Mohan, 2004) and public spaces for participation (e.g. Berry et al., 2019; Cornwall, 2004a; Gaventa,
2006).

In the remainder of the paper, we first present theoretical considerations about spaces for participation
before describing key elements of the formal planning procedure for wind farms in Denmark. We then explain
the research methodology and present the empirical findings. In the discussion, we elaborate on the manifes-
tations of three spatial categories – invited, closed and claimed space – each of which describes a spatial dimen-
sion of public participation in the planning process, and contemplate over wider implications.
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2. Spaces for participation

The notion of space (cf. Lefebvre, 1991) is widely used across the literatures on power, policy, democracy and
citizen action (Cornwall, 2004a; Gaventa, 2006; Kersting, 2013). This is due to the growing recognition that no
participation is independent of its social context (Berry et al., 2019), which influences the direction of partici-
pation – who participates (and who does not), what can and cannot be discussed, what competencies and
forms of knowledge are prioritized among the participants, and what influence participants have on
decision-making. Hence, as a metaphorical concept and a literal descriptor of arenas where people gather,
space indicates a ‘room for manoeuvre’ (Clay & Schaffer, 1984) that can be emptied or filled, permeable or
sealed. A space can be an opening, an invitation to speak or act, but it can also be shut, voided of meaning,
or depopulated as people turn their attention elsewhere (Cornwall, 2004a). Thus, participation as freedom is
not only the right to participate effectively in a given space, but also the right to shape that space (Gaventa,
2006).

In this paper ‘spaces’ for participation are considered as opportunities, moments and channels through which
citizens can act to potentially effect policies, discourses, decisions and relationships that affect their lives and
interests (Gaventa, 2006, p. 26). In particular, John Gaventa’s (2006) terminology is used as an overall analytical
framework to make sense of what participation actually means and entails in Danish municipal WE planning. In
doing so, we also align with Chilvers et al.’s (2018, p. 200) call for understanding ‘the dynamics of diverse inter-
relating collectives and spaces of participation and their interactions with wider systems and political cultures’.
Gaventa’s (2006) terminology suggests a continuum of spaces – closed, invited and claimed spaces:

Closed spaces refer to decisions made by a set of actors behind closed doors, without any pretense of broad-
ening the boundaries for inclusion (Gaventa, 2006). These are ‘provided’ and technical-rational spaces
(Lefebvre, 1991) in the sense that elites (bureaucrats, experts or elected representatives) make decisions and
provide services to ‘the people’, without the need for broader consultation or involvement. While simply
informing people of plans that have been made, this form of engagement involves a one-way flow of ‘infor-
mation provisions’ (Chilvers et al., 2005), such as exhibitions, websites, factsheets, site visits, leaflets, mailings
and letters. Objectives of this form of ‘engagement’ appear to be most focused on complying with legal mini-
mum criteria – the ‘bottom-line’ approach to engagement and the ‘minimum-level allowed by law’ (Chilvers
et al., 2005, p. 28; Haggett, 2011). Hence they are also ‘juridical spaces’ (Dahlberg, 2016) where the legal frame-
work sets the boundaries of what is eligible to bring into the debate and how (Williams, 2012). Based on the
rationale to complete planning quickly and efficiently (e.g. Walker & Baxter, 2017) and to avoid the ‘problems’
of opposition (Cowell, 2007), this form of engagement follows a ‘decide-announce-defend’ tradition in plan-
ning (Wolsink, 2000; Bell et al., 2005), where licit arguments nullify all other arguments beyond the legal fra-
mework (Dahlberg, 2016).

Alternatively, invited spaces are created to move from closed spaces to more ‘open’ ones (Gaventa, 2006).
People are invited by various kinds of authorities, be they governmental, supranational agencies or non-gov-
ernmental organizations to participate in spaces that are institutionalized through various forms of consul-
tation. Methods range from written consultations, public hearings, public meetings, dialogue groups, round
tables to consensus conferences, where a ‘two-way communication’ between ‘sponsors’ (e.g. governments,
municipalities or companies) and ‘public representatives’ is pursued (Rowe & Frewer, 2005, pp. 281–282).
Within energy decision-making, environmental impact assessments (EIA) and public inquiry mechanisms
are commonly used as invited spaces (Berry et al., 2019, p. 3). Despite different approaches, invited partici-
pation often falls under two overall rationales – a normative and an instrumental one (Fiorino, 1990). Follow-
ing a normative and Habermasian inspired position, the crucial qualities of a successful process are those of
‘dialogue’, ‘fairness’, ‘trust’, ‘consensus’ and the inclusion of relevant viewpoints in the production of outcomes
(Cass, 2006) – e.g. procedural justice. Following a more instrumental position, public participation can also be
conducted as means to a particular end, as decisions are considered more likely to be accepted if stakeholders
are involved in the decision-making process (Cuppen, 2018).

Some scholars have pointed out how invited forms of participatory spaces can be gainful from a procedural
and contextual perspective (Haggett, 2011; Walker & Baxter, 2017). Inviting neighbors to inform and have
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their feedback on plannedWE-installations has been acknowledged to have the potential to create experiences
of procedural fairness later on.

However, invited participation has also been critiqued for not being true (Cooke & Kothari, 2001; Corn-
wall, 2004a; Bora & Hausendorf, 2006) or even ‘false’ (Hjerpe et al., 2018) participation, as it may leave open
whether dialogue leads to empowerment and legitimacy (Bidwell, 2016; Cuppen, 2018). Since the power to
give preference to certain forms of ‘knowledge’ and particular perspectives of the ‘planning problem’ (Ellis
et al. 2009) belong to the inviting party, invited spaces tend to exclude emergent values that do not ‘fit’
into existing objectives (Aitken et al., 2016; Cuppen, 2018; Haggett, 2011). This critique complies with Arn-
stein’s (1969) argument that tokenistic forms of participation, such as information and consultation can be
valuable first steps towards participation, but with no further contribution, they may serve as empty rituals
with little impact. For instance, written consultations have been accused of being nothing but a well-honed
tool for engineering consent to projects and programs whose frameworks have already been determined in
advance (Hildyard et al., 2001). Also, processes focused on instrumental goals may be more concerned
with including groups that have power to assist or obstruct the project; e.g. a process convener seeking out
groups with political capital or legal rights to an affected resource (Bidwell, 2016). This can lead to a ‘legitima-
tion crisis’ (Habermas, 1979) – a decline in the general confidence of administrative functions, institutions or
leadership, and to the intimidation of public space (Sennett, 1976) as private affairs (e.g. represented by land-
owners) are assigned a particularly exalted role in the planning process.

Thirdly, there are spaces which are claimed by less powerful actors from or against the power holders
(Gaventa, 2006). Such claimed spaces emerge through popular mobilization and range from spaces created
by social movements and neighborhood coalitions to those simply involving physical places where people
gather to debate and exert pressure from outside the political process. This involves various tactics, or coun-
ter-actions (DeCerteau, 1984), such as petitions, complaints, letters and media outreach to influence the
decision-making process (Berry et al., 2019), as well as the organization of physical meetings or the start-
up of own energy projects (Seyfang & Haxeltine, 2012). In contrast to invited participation, the public engage-
ment is ‘uninvited’ (Wynne, 2007), ‘organic’ (Cornwall, 2004a) and ‘self-organized’ (Cuppen, 2018) and
usually arises when people lack confidence in the political public space (Kersting, 2013). It entails a demand
for a more substantive participation (Fiorino, 1990) – e.g. addressing citizens as ‘local experts’ (Cass, 2006;
Haggett, 2011) in possession of everyday knowledge important to the planning process. In matters of local
RET governance agonistic theory (Mouffe, 1999) has been highlighted to cover this approach (Barry &
Ellis, 2011; Cuppen, 2018). What makes democracy work are the ‘differences’ in positions, in cultures and
understandings which resist consensus and therefore surface the disagreements existing among the members
of a community. As they target fixed procedures of institutionalized participation to either radically reject or
suggest new modes of framing RET projects, they take the form of ‘counter-spaces’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 383),
which can be platform for creating new political spaces through which traditional modes of operating energy
systems are reshaped (Cuppen, 2018, p. 30).

Of particular importance for the use of a spatial terminology for participation in WE planning is the
dynamic character of ‘space’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 24). Diverse forms of participation are interacting within a
shared political context and with no strict boundaries in between (Berry et al., 2019). Since spaces are con-
stantly opening and closing through struggles for legitimacy and resistance, co-option and transformation,
all forms and meanings of participation may in practice be found in a single project or process at different
stages (Cornwall, 2008, p. 274; Aitken et al., 2016).

3. The ‘good’ Danish planning process

The integration of public participation in the planning process for wind farms in Denmark is a legal require-
ment currently mandated by the updated Planning Act1 of 2018. The planning authority for onshore wind
turbines for up to 150 meters rests with the municipalities (DEA, 2009, p. 12). The Planning Act is divided
into a two-tier planning process at the municipal level: ‘the strategic municipal theme plan’ and ‘the local
plans’ (Figure 1). Both stages include public participation procedures arranged by the local authorities in
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terms of consultation periods of 4–8 weeks in which written comments to the draft plans can be submitted
(Armeni & Tegner Anker, 2019).

The theme plan is part of the overall strategic municipality plan, with which different land uses in the muni-
cipality are handled, including locations of wind turbines. It identifies and designates potential wind turbine
areas including framework conditions (i.e. capacities, number and height of turbines).2 Once the municipality
has identified a number of potentially suitable wind farm areas, it is mandatory to involve citizens, whereas the
degree of involvement is up to the municipality and usually includes a citizen meeting (i.e. public hearing)
(DEM, 2013). The aim of this so-called ‘idea’ or ‘debate phase’ at the strategic level is to inform citizen and
allow them to debate the plans with professionals and politicians. After the idea phase the municipality has
to decide whether to include the areas in the municipal plan or not, and the draft plan then undergoes a public
consultation period which may result in a revision of the plan (DEM, 2013).

In a second step, a specific wind farm project usually requires the adoption of a local plan that specifies the
design and layout of the proposed wind farm (Tegner Anker & Jørgensen, 2015, p. 11). The municipality is
responsible for the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) process, but usually assigns this task to the devel-
oper. The local plan and the required EIA permit also have to undergo a mandatory second idea phase consul-
tation process of 2–4 weeks to gather ideas and suggestions for the specific project. This is followed by optional
meetings with local residents and a period for written consultations. Based on the feedback from the written
responses, the municipality draws up the scope of the EIA, adjusts the project accordingly and decides on the
necessary mitigation measures to gain the EIA approval (DEA, 2015, p. 18). The EIA report and the local
plan proposal are then submitted for mandatory public consultation for at least eight weeks. A public hearing
(citizen meeting) about the specific project is not mandatory but is often combined with a mandatory citizen
meeting in which the developer is obliged to inform about the property value loss and co-ownership schemes.
In summary, the involvement of the public consists of consultation periods at both the strategic and specific pro-
ject level, whereas additional public meetings are not mandatory but common practice.

According to a code of conduct developed by some of the central players in Danish WE development (LGD
et al., 2009), the standard procedure for involving citizens is deemed to have the potential for constituting ‘a
good process’. It is stipulated how the dialogue between the involved parties should start early, preferably from
the initial identification of the different wind regions and in the early design of the specific wind turbine pro-
jects, so that ‘all actors will have a chance to be heard through the decision-making processes’ (LGD et al.,
2009, p. 8). The first phase (idea phase) is described as a phase where ‘there is in particular room for good
ideas’, where ‘the field is open’, and where ‘active participation of citizens and developers is considered
very important’, because ‘it means that the municipality can work on a solid and locally anchored wind turbine
planning’ (LGD et al., 2009, p. 8) in the second phase. Thus, the ambition is to ‘create a space for a constructive
and active participation with room for all types of opinions and ideas for the projects’ (LGD et al., 2009, p. 5),
whereas municipalities and developers should be striving for good information and active citizen involvement
(DBA, 2015; DEM, 2013; DNA, 2014a, 2014b).

Figure 1. The phased citizen involvement in the planning process. Replicated from the Danish Environmental Ministry, DEM (2013). Graphics:
Saara Maria Ojanen.

736 L. T. CLAUSEN ET AL.



Likewise, academic considerations have hinted at the alleged merits of the Danish planning process. For
example, compared with the UK, it has been noticed in a review, how ‘in Denmark, at least formally, commu-
nity engagement takes place at a much earlier phase and is often focused on spatial planning and zoning rather
than particular proposed developments’ and that with ‘greater public engagement in early planning and/or
spatial planning processes there may be more opportunities for substantive changes’ (Aitken et al., 2016, p.
572). However, these judgements are merely based on the formal participation procedures without consider-
ing their practical implementation and looking into outcomes regarding perceived fairness.

4. Methodology

Three Danish onshore WE projects at the planning stage were selected as case studies for an in-depth examin-
ation and analysis. The main selection criteria for the three cases, Nørhede-Hjortmose (22 wind turbines with a
total capacity of 73MW), Ulvemosen (10 turbines, 33MW) and Nørrekær Enge (36 turbines, 130MW), all
located in rural areas in Jutland (Figure 2), were the richness of the data, variety in size and ownership configur-
ation, and the representativity of the formal planning process for developing WE projects in Denmark.

All three cases were part of a larger fieldwork undertaken between 2015 and 2017 as part of the research
project Wind20503 and draw primarily on qualitative interviews with local residents. Hence, the emphasis
is placed on the residents’ perspectives, which are supplemented by interviews with planners in the same
three case areas. Additionally, interviews with planners were also taken from the SEP project4 that focused
on eight municipalities with WE development located in the same rural parts of Denmark as the three
cases and including one of the three case studies. Besides interviews, observations at public meetings and
(pre-)consultation responses serve as secondary data to cross-check information from interviews and to verify
reflections presented in the interviews. Overall, the article draws on individual semi-structured interviews (23
local residents and 7 planners); 6 focus group interviews (24 local residents and 1 with 2 planners), obser-
vations (2 public hearing meetings); and desk-based research (document analyses of 68 pre-consultation
responses and 169 consultation responses to EIAs and additional interviews with 12 planners in 8 municipa-
lities - the SEP project). (see Table 1).

Figure 2. Study area locations. Source: Wikipedia Commons. Graphics: Saara Maria Ojanen.

JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY & PLANNING 737



The semi-structured open-ended interviews intended to identify how local residents and planners experi-
enced the participatory process, including concrete practical experiences with the planning process, i.e.
location, duration and procedural aspects and existing shortcomings of and potentials for public involvement.
The recruitment of interviewees was driven by a curiosity to uncover the complexity of attitudes to the parti-
cipatory procedure. The approach was open and exploratory, and the selection of local residents was under-
taken to include a maximum of representation related to profession, gender and age. It was a priority to talk to
both landowners and non-landowners and talk to residents who were both positive and negative about the
projects. Some residents were contacted because they had made themselves particularly noticeable in the
debate. Others were contacted following snowball sampling, where the contact of one person leads on to
the next. The recruitment of planners was based on the criteria of being most intensely involved in the respect-
ive processes. Interviews lasted 1–2 h and were conducted in the private homes of the interviewees or, in the
case of planners, at the municipal offices or over the phone. Interviews were audio recorded and transcribed
verbatim in most cases. Quotes presented in the empirical section were translated from Danish to English and
cross-checked by all authors.

Interviews and secondary data were analyzed using descriptive analysis and methods informed by
grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) to let observations speak for themselves and let theories emerge
from an inductive analysis that exposed themes from the data. Accordingly, the analysis was divided into
three main steps (a) highlighting the issues raised by the interviewees (b) comparing this material with the
content of relevant documents (written consultation responses, EIA’s) and observations from public meetings
to carve out arguments suggesting a common or conflicting understanding (c) revisiting the empirical themes
from a theoretical perspective to assign meaning to the empirical findings. Hence, the level of knowledge was
increased through cross-checking data from various perspectives to get a broader view and to address the issue
of internal validity.

5. Findings

Three major themes were identified in the two first steps of the analysis of citizens’ and planners’ experience
with participation processes: ‘perceived fairness of procedure’’, ‘the role of developers’ and ‘self-initiated
participation’.

Table 1. Case study characteristics.

Cases: Wind energy projects in
planning stage
Ownership
Duration of process

Size of the WE
installations (no.
turbines and MW)

Individual semi-
structured interviews

(total)
Residents (R)
Planners (P)

Pre-consultation
responses (PCR)

(total)
Consultation

responses (CR) (total)

Public hearing meetings
(PH) (total)

Focus group interviews (F)
with Residents (R) or
Planners (P) (total)

Ulvemosen
Private wind energy developer
2013–2016

10 turbines, each 3,2
MW = 32 MW

2(R)
2(P)

22(PCR)
35(CR)

1(PH)
1(F) 4(R)
1(F) 2(P)

Nørhede Hjortmose
Landowner consortium
consisting of 8 local landownersa

2011–2012

22 turbines, each 3,3
MW
=72 MW

6(R)
3(P)

25(PCR)
66(CR)

2(F) 6,8(R)

Nørrekær enge
Energy utility company and local
landowners
2014–2018

40 turbines, each 3,6
MW
=144 MW

15(R)
2(P)

21(PCR)
68(CR)

1(PH)
3(F) 2,2,2(R)

‘Strategic Energy Planning’ (SEP)-
project

12(P) 2 workshops with 12
planners

aAlthough developed by local ’big’ landowners, this is not considered a community owned project, as these landowners develop projects for
the same reasons and via the same means as other ‘big’ developers like private companies or utilities – this is also the case for landowners in
case C.
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5.1. Perceived fairness of procedure

Despite a general sympathy for wind energy, the interviews with citizens and planners show the perception of
an inadequate planning process in terms of engaging residents. This overall experience is not only about the
extent to which municipalities meet the formal requirements of the planning stages, but also about the per-
ception of more fundamental lack of fairness in these requirements.

One dimension concerns the lack of transparency in the planning processes which creates insecurity and a
feeling of not being heard. Since municipal plans are only required to be published digitally, the actual
announcement of the municipal or local plan is for instance regarded as insufficient. Residents do not discover
that there is a plan in the making, and are often surprised when a specificWE project is in the pipeline to which
they should respond, and both residents and planners point to the risk of plans rendered ‘secret’ or being
‘camouflaged’, i.e. that people may never become aware of them because they need to proactively search all
information online. A woman in Ulvemosen explains:

It was my neighbor who called me first and asked if I had seen it. Afterwards there was a piece in the news-
paper with very little conspicuousness saying that they started something out there. The municipality did not send
anything, and the municipality also says that, well, you have to look up information yourself.

Residents also referred to themselves as being naïve in terms of believing in promises of having real influ-
ence in the process. Several describe how they researched the local plan thoroughly, and in the idea phase, they
shared their information with the municipality. However, the information was not used as a starting point for
a dialogue, but to refine the plan further by the municipality and developer.

Another experience is a lack of documentation and restrictions on residents’ requests for getting access
to information, e.g. meetings where minutes were not taken or where minutes and other documentation
(e.g. noise measurements) have been ‘lost’ or could not be delivered. As described by a woman in
Nørhede-Hjortmose, residents had difficulties in getting information about the deadlines for comments
in both public consultation phases, which were also considered too short and deliberately placed in very
inconvenient periods:

There has been very short time to object. There were 14 days to object, and it overlapped with the Christmas holidays […]
Additionally, there was only one contact person in the municipality, and he was on holiday in one out of the two weeks.

A related experience is the paradoxically absent leeway for actual debate in the debate phase. The short dead-
lines for submitting responses limit the possibility for debate, as commented by a planner within the SEP
project:

Basically, one can discuss whether we could do something extra for citizens to get actually involved in the planning process…
it rapidly becomes such a token-like thing… like, then we need to have a 14-day consultation, and so we put it up on a website
… then we have 2–3 diligent writers who are checking those things and come up with responses… but the majority, they never
discover it.

Residents also describe how the subsequent written consultations and public hearings fail to open for people’s
actual concerns, because the themes for the dialogue have been set in advance. Several people commented on
the way the dialogue very quickly comes to revolve around the themes of the EIA report, and therefore does
not encompass everyday life concerns going beyond these technical and regulative themes. A specific priority
concerns family life and the experience of turbines jeopardizing a broader life project, which not only affects
the loss of property value, but also work-, outdoor- and social life. In the Nørhede-Hjortmose case, a woman
commented on the discrepancy between the visualizations based on the stationary view from her house and
her active use of the landscape necessitating a more holistic perspective:

The visualizations are made as they [turbines] will appear from the house. But we are not sitting in the kitchen all the time.
Outdoor life in the garden is just as important as staying indoors. We are moving around the countryside. We go horse riding
[…]. The fact that people are mobile is not taken into consideration.

The technical logic of the consultation process does not conform to the expertise, time and resources of
the participants either. In particular, the task of reading the EIA is described as time-consuming and
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residents are not able to read the huge amount of technically complex information within the short time
frame. The perception of not being able to live up to the premises set for participation is exacerbated by
the feeling of being talked down to by politicians and experts, as explained by another woman in Nørhede-
Hjortmose:

From the very beginning I felt like a fool. The developer had voluntarily called a meeting in the village hall. Here, the project
was presented by the developer, politicians and there was also a consultant present to describe the EIA. They were top-arro-
gant - they laughed at us and answered in a patronizing way when we asked about things.

The experience is supplemented by accusations of municipalities only thinking about economics and subsidies
and of cooperating with developers and landowners (i.e. farmers) at the expense of the wider public. This cri-
tique is fueled by the view that the local authority is naively duped by developers and that farmers are given
priority due to their land assets. Residents also react to the way the municipality steers the debate in the citi-
zens meetings – including the power to ‘cut off’ discussions when they venture in unwanted directions. In all
cases, the experience of selective time management emerges, which gives residents the least possible speaking
time. A man in Ulvemosen explained:

Those citizen meetings, it’s unbelievable, you might have to meet at 7 pm and finish at 9.30 pm, and then they simply fill it up
with all sorts of pro forma, so there is only half an hour for questions at the end, and then they close the meeting.

The same man described a particular method, which he perceived as a deliberate attempt to steer the dialogue
in such a way that those who had delved into the subject were given less speaking time than those who had not:

Then you got a piece of colored cardboard which gave you time to speak […] they quickly found out who knew anything and
who would come up with silly questions, and they made sure that those who came up with the silly questions got more pieces of
cardboard, and so they didn’t get the critical questions.

An overall frustration relates to the experience that questions about and dissatisfaction with the planning
process are explained away primarily from a legal perspective. In Nørhede-Hjortmose this realization led
to a mixture of apathy and anger, the last of which led to residents hiring their own lawyer, as explained
by a woman:

But it’s true, they comply with the legislation and the requirements there, that’s what the municipality says all the time when
you ask critical questions to them, well, we comply with current legislation, and then there is like nothing more to say. But now
we have started to play by the same rules, because now we have hired this lawyer […]

Hinting at the magnitude of the problem with the consultation process’ incapability of taking people’s con-
cerns seriously, some planners describe how they have gone beyond the formal requirements of the Planning
Act, which they find insufficient. They arrange more public meetings than required, and contact municipal
councils and the press, whom they help with various materials, such as maps and visualizations published
in newspapers in order to make up for deficiencies. However, such measures do not change residents’ general
experience that the WE projects are determined in advance. Even, residents (mostly landowners) who are gen-
erally positive about the projects describe the participation process as more symbolic than really influential. A
man from Nørhede-Hjortmose, who was close friends with the local developer commented on the final city
council meeting:

It is basically strange with such a meeting, because it was all decided in advance. We could hear that, right. There was no
doubt that it had to be debated a bit, but it was not much. So, I can see how opponents may feel a little… . I don’t know
… not heard

5.2. The role of developers

The role of developers in the planning process reinforces the experience of a deficiency in legitimacy and
accountability in the formal planning process. In all three cases, residents mention closed meetings between
the municipality, landowners and developers very early in the planning process. Some residents see this as a
positive expression of political support, as described by a landowner in Nørhede-Hjortmose, who himself had
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sold land for the project, and alluded to the conservative-neoliberal (and WE positive) political consensus in
the municipality:

They were lucky, the developers at the time, because Ringkøbing-Skjern Municipality was a pure Liberal municipality. If they
had come to the next municipal election, I don’t think they would have got it through.

Others describe such political-economic mergers as exemplifying a lack of transparency. The overall con-
fusion about roles, intentions and ‘disguised contracts’ between the municipality and developers is
reinforced by developerś habit of making purchase or land lease agreements with selected property- and
landowners or advertise ownership shares in the local newspaper before the project has been officially
approved. Hence, planners portray angry citizens who call the municipality and ask why a project has
been approved before the formal planning process has even been initiated. Similarly, developers put pressure
on the consultation process, e.g. through the circulation of prefabricated consultation responses among
neighbors to a site they want to develop and where they have made economic agreements with landowners.
A planner in the SEP-project explained:

We got around 9–10 hearings responses […] out of the 27 hearing responses […] where they said, ‘this is a super good idea’
and this was because they [developers] had promised them some money […] so you could sense […] all those consultation
responses, they were quite similarly written over some template, and it’s because they [the developers] have encouraged
them to do so, you know.

The planners experience of developers ‘working behind the scenes’ aligns with the experience of residents.
In all three cases, developers had asked individuals not to talk to their neighbors about the land sale agree-
ments they were negotiating, while also making them aware of the consequences. A woman in Nørrekær
Enge stated:

Then they started buying up properties. In total 12 properties have been bought. Not everyone was happy to sell, but people felt
pressured because they used gangster methods. People were told that they could either choose to sell, or they could choose not
to, but the turbines would come anyway. And you were told not to say anything to your neighbor, because then the contract
would be canceled.

A general uncertainty also concerns the demarcation of responsibilities for citizen participation between auth-
orities and developers. The tendency of the municipality to hand over the facilitating role at citizen meetings to
developers, leads to confusion of who is formally in charge of organizing and facilitating meetings. The devel-
oper practice of holding more meetings than necessary or having individual meetings with only selected neigh-
bors and landowners diverts from the legal requirements and ‘the formal steps’ in the planning process and
leads to the experience of selective behavior.

Additionally, the alleged bias of developers being granted responsibility for the EIA report makes residents
question their impartiality in the EIA assessment. Since developers invest a large amount of money in the EIA
assessment, residents insinuate an obligation of the municipalities to approve a project. Similarly, when devel-
opers do not live up to their formal responsibilities this leads to sharp accusations. In Nørhede-Hjortmose the
lack of public information from developers was for instance made directly accountable for the fact that some
residents were late in submitting their applications for value loss compensations. They complained to the
municipality, but the situation became more precarious when the developer showed up in their private
homes to ask them to withdraw their complaint.

In all three cases, residents reported being contacted in their private homes by developers who tried to
persuade them to certain actions (e.g. selling land or avoid filing complaints) through the use of both threats
and financial agreements. This leads to a widespread experience of being intimidated as boundaries between
public and private space are violated. In Nørrekær Enge, this situation was also associated with developers
attempting to replace public obligations with these forms of more private participation, as explained by a
woman:

Then they write and invite themselves to a visit and say that they want to bring cake. But I do not want to sit in my own house
and eat cake with them. We would like written answers to our questions, and they want to ‘meet with us and bring cake’.
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The feeling of intimidation also emerges as a more basic insecurity, which results in withdrawals from public
arenas. A young couple in Nørhede-Hjortmose had chosen to stay completely out of public participation,
because their personal relationships with developers were considered too stressful:

Many people have relationships with the local developers, and they simply do not dare to say their opinion out loud. There are
also cash-strapped farmers who depend on a succeeding project. We ourselves have chosen to stay out of the debate, so we do
not speak in public. X (husband) works as an electrician and several of his good customers are developers. He has nothing
against them personally, and it would hurt his business, if he told his opinion in public.

Generally, residents argue for less influence of developers in the participation process. The municipality
should not allow developers to invite certain residents to a public meeting or make individual agreements
with residents before the formal planning process has even started. The criticism that monetary interests
are part of the planning process is also acknowledged by some planners, who problematize the role of
money in WE planning, including how it leads to non-transparent forms of lobbying. Thus, compared to
other planning projects, they suggest WE planning is both more controversial and more entangled in financial
interests of e.g. developers.

5.3. Self-initiated participation

The awareness that one’s argument has no real value in a technical-regulative framing leads to different forms
of responses. One is apathy, as some residents choose to put up with a situation they cannot change. Others
choose to get the best out of the situation by, for example, selling the land or house to developers. Some resi-
dents start, however, to pursue other channels, arguments or ways of organizing in order to get a stronger
voice beyond the limited participation process.

In all three cases is witnessed the self-organization of information groups who undertake the task of
informing and helping neighbors with writing consultation responses, thus potentially influencing the content
of objection letters. A man in Ulvemosen explained:

You know, I have been one of those driving around and talking to pretty much everyone except the landowners, who have
offered land to the turbines because they are not on my side. And pretty much everyone has expressed that they did not
want this, but then there are people […] who do not get to type an email to the municipality, so I have helped with that.

Another way of compensating for the lack of opportunities to communicate at officially organized occasions is
employing external experts, scientific articles and reports to substantiate one’s point. Likewise, citizens attend
public meetings for other sites as well as conferences and seminars to gather knowledge, support and create
networks. Hence, the involvement in the national association ‘Neighbors to fight wind turbines’ and the estab-
lishment of local Facebook groups, combined with regular, self-organized physical meetings, is described as an
important platform for coping with issues of technical insight, deadlines and assignments. Another approach
is the strategic use of more powerful, ‘legitimate’ arguments such as endangered animals considered in the EIA
report. These are regarded as better protected than affected citizens and thus important defensive tools, as
expressed by another man in Ulvemosen:

In a way it’s funny how the whole discussion came to focus on cranes. To be honest I also have other concerns than the tur-
bines’ impact on bats and birds, but it was difficult to make oneself heard for such concerns, because now these animals were a
theme in the EIA report.

Objection letters also indicate how citizens actively make use of arguments raised by other stakeholders, which
they deem more influential than those of ordinary citizens – e.g. the Danish Society for Nature Conservation
or the Diocese of the Church.5 In 2018, Viborg Diocese helped avert the construction of four out of forty
suggested wind turbines in Nørrekær Enge by submitting a consultation response. The outcome was in
accordance with the position expressed by several residents in their consultation responses that the turbines
would significantly affect the view to and from the church. As formulated by a woman, who was in the ward
council and used all available platforms to speak out against the wind farm, the church was perceived a power
factor and thus relevant to highlight in opposition to the turbines:
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We can only hope that the church can come more into play. There is no doubt that a signature from the Ministry of Church
Affairs has more weight than us.

Similarly, the experience that information delivered by residents in the idea phase was only exploited to refine
the formal plans made residents resort to clandestine acts, such as remaining silent at meetings, recording
statements and saving mails in order to go directly to higher authorities with their information. A man in
Ulvemosen explains:

There was a phase where we did not talk much with the municipality but saved things up for complaints to the Nature and
Environmental Appeals Board […]. We asked questions to the municipality regarding the EIA report, and asked them to
explain these statements. This is again about keeping the gunpowder dry, right. Find as much as you can yourself, without
delivering it to the municipality, since everything was delivered directly to [the developer].

Such actions were noticed by planners, who felt that the municipality’s activities were monitored because citi-
zens sought access to documents outside the consultation phase as well as all possible channels of complaint.
In Ulvemosen, this persistent effort subsequently made the municipality post all planning texts openly on the
web because the amount of inquiries were too time-consuming. As described by a planner:

The group applies for access to documents and looks for all possible irregularities, signs of conspiracies, signs that the muni-
cipality is in the pocket of the industry, procedural errors so that complaints can be made to the state administration and the
Nature and Environmental Appeals Board […] We are dealing with an extremely active group or man, because he activates
the former Minister of the Environment […] who asks consultation questions, etc. in the parliament.

Also, the self-organization of events and public meetings are initiated to gain influence. In Nørhede-Hjort-
mose a woman advertised an invitation in the local newspaper, where she invited politicians, developers
and citizens to her private home. After countless futile attempts to get politicians and developers to speak,
she chose to use a public invitation as a pressure to create a dialogue. Besides several neighbors and the
local press, five politicians (but no developers) showed up, and a more context-related dialogue did take
place. However, the experience also led to a problematization of the necessity of this kind of self-initiative:

And this one politician, when sitting in our living room, he also honestly admitted that it might not be entirely reasonable. But
we just really gotta go punch for punch, right […]. And it’s like, nothing is moving until you’ve done something extraordinary
[…]. We really have to get up and make ourselves heard, and it’s just so sad.

A similar initiative in Nørhede-Hjortmose was taken by a couple in consequence of their impression of not
being invited by developers to initial meetings. They thought the missing invitation was due to them being
considered too critical, and alternatively they arranged a meeting at the local inn, for which both developers,
politicians and citizens were invited. However, despite a good attendance the outcome was not as hoped:

We tried to open the dialogue and bring in issues important to us, but that changed nothing. Every time it’s about how we feel
and how noise affects us, the answer is that ‘we follow the rules, we follow the law’ and so there is no progress.

A common driver of self-initiated public arrangements is the desire to secure speaking time as an alternative to
the time-limited formal meetings. In Ulvemosen, local residents simply took over the physical meeting room
with the aim of prolonging the public hearing:

Once, when a meeting was held in the [village] hall, we really fooled them […]. The meeting ended at half past nine, so we
rented it from there until midnight. And when they said ‘now we are going to finish the meeting, because someone else has
rented the hall’, X got up and said – ‘you shouldn’t worry, because it’s us who have rented it’.

Although such initiatives do not necessarily change the decision to deploy a WE project, some of them influ-
ence the participation process or the organizational form of the projects. This was not least the case in
Nørrekær Enge, where some residents conducted a workshop at the local school. The workshop focused the-
matically on the idea of community-owned wind turbines and what profits could mean for the local commu-
nity, and the subsequent exhibition of ideas and a self-initiated public meeting attracted attention in the press.
The developer responded immediately and promised that half of the profits from the wind farm would go to
the local community, which should also have more influence on the planning process.
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6. Discussion

Although there has been a greater focus on participation in response to public resistance to wind farms, there
is a tendency to overlook how participation can itself be imbued with existing power structures – and become
the cause of contention. The empirical insights reveal shortcomings in terms of procedural justice within the
public participation process for Danish WE planning. In light of its glorifying image, this raises questions as to
whether this process really opens up spaces through which citizen voices can have an influence on the ‘out-
come’ or whether engagement practices simply corroborate the status quo. These questions will now be ela-
borated using Gaventa’s spatial categories- invited, closed and claimed spaces, each of them describing a
specific degree and pervasion of participation within and outside the public space.

6.1. Participation in the invited space of bureaucratic planning

Public participation in Danish WE planning falls mainly under the category of ‘invited space’ (Gaventa, 2006).
When citizens are engaged in a consultation process, they are invited by themunicipality, which has the possibility
to set the agenda and to shape the scope of public engagement. Thus, the space for participation inWE planning
can, in theory, be seen as a procedural, dialogue-seeking and legally just space, following standard procedures of
the ‘goodprocess’, claiming strongpublic involvement (LGDet al., 2009). As such, principal engagementmethods
involve written responses and possible public hearings that comply with normative qualities of participation.

In this study, however, responses from both citizens and planners indicate a limited scope for participation
within the existing procedure. Although everyone has the formal opportunity of being heard, the framing of
the debate does not provide a space for developing arguments and ideas about what is at stake. Not only does
the wider public enter the formal planning process at a relatively late stage - in practice when a specific plan has
already been proposed. The public debate is neither really about defining issues nor alternatives, even if the
draft plan is in a preliminary form. While the timing of public engagement has previously been criticized
due to a lack of sufficient information and preliminary project particularities that can be provided at early
planning stages (Barnett et al., 2012), our findings indicate that this relative openness does not lead to a mean-
ingful dialogue. Instead, the conversation appears to follow a common decide-announce-defend-approach
(Wolsink, 2000; Bell et al., 2005; Walker & Baxter, 2017) of how pre-defined issues should be mitigated or
resolved.

Of related importance is the expenditure of time and pro-activity required from the citizens. The prerequi-
site that it is the individual’s responsibility to become aware of upcoming projects entails the danger of being
left behind from the start. Although the guidelines of ‘the good process’ describe how the pre-consultation or
idea phase is meant to establish a debate, the limitation to 14 days makes it difficult for citizens to react on time
– ironically making the debate phase much shorter compared to the consultation phase of at least 8 weeks. In
addition, and in line with other studies (e.g. Walker & Baxter, 2017), spending a lot of time attending meetings
and familiarizing with content leads to frustration over the process when input is not taken seriously.

Whilst fundamental debates are either made obsolete or fall short within the idea phase, they are inevitably
shifted to the consultation phase of specific projects (Clausen & Nyborg, 2016) and play out anywhere else
than in the formal consultation space, e.g. in the media or Facebook (Borch et al., 2020). At this stage, projects
have usually reached an almost complete state and the content should primarily be concerned with the EIA -
hence closing the space for issues that exceed mere technical-instrumental topics.

Thus, the invited space for participation does not take the shape of an open space, where different rationales
are put in dialogue about future visions and alternative ways of organizing a sustainable society, but rather
constitutes a technical-rational space (Lefebvre, 1991) constrained by the agendas of implementing agencies
(Cornwall, 2004b). A challenge of the invited space relates to the fact that it is created as part of the system with
an overall tendency of maintaining the status quo (Cornwall, 2004b). The adoption of an inviting strategy not
only provides an opportunity of filtering information before, during and after the process, but also the chance
of legitimizing the planning process and outcome. Lacking the means (and incentives) to genuinely address
shared concerns, the promise of creating a space with room for new ideas and understandings therefore

744 L. T. CLAUSEN ET AL.



remains largely unrealized. The question that follows is whether a closed space may even disguise as an invited
space for participation, and if so, what kind of systemic mechanisms emerge?

6.2. The tyranny of (invited) participation?

As Gaventa reminds us, closed spaces may seek to restore legitimacy by creating invited spaces (Gaventa,
2006). This is because spaces of participation are performed in dynamic relationship to one another and
are ‘constantly opening and closing through struggles for legitimacy and resistance, co-option and transform-
ation’ (Gaventa, 2006, p. 27). While local voices are encouraged, they may have little influence over the plan-
ning outcome. Such empty rituals (Arnstein, 1969) can, as argued by critics of tokenist or even ‘tyrannical’
displays of public participation, be seen in light of the need to mask a continued centralization in the name
of decentralization (Cooke & Kothari, 2001, 7). While participation is conventionally represented as a
more democratic alternative to top-down developments, the public space created may emerge out of techno-
cratic concerns. Hence, ‘the will to empower’ (Cruikshank, 1999) can be seen to cover up the fact that spaces
for participation embody the potential for a systemic exercise of power.

Our findings also show how the institutionalized public space is creatively utilizing participatory elements
to align citizen’s input with the overall planning ambitions:

The level of complexity in the legal framework represents such a technique. Although legislative require-
ments and procedural rules may to a certain extent ensure a citizen right to information, complaints and hear-
ings, they do not allow for an inclusive participation. Instead, they carry a language that is hierarchal, top
down, one-sided and ultimately divisive. As argued by Williams (2012), law can be seen as a highly privileged
discourse that administers power and codified knowledge, which in turn shapes how we talk, think and relate
to one another. The legal framework sets the boundaries of a ‘juridical space’ that has the ability to disempower
silently all those perspectives going beyond the legal rules (Dahlberg, 2016). The legal discourse in the present
analysis seems to reproduce the power of the bureaucratic system. It sets the frame for what is eligible to be
brought into conversation: what is legal, what is a ‘legitimate’ hearing response, and what is ‘just a viewpoint’,
which not only contributes to the legitimization of the project, but also manifests structural patterns. Demo-
cratic legitimacy is achieved as long as municipalities and developers comply with the legal framework. The
recognition by residents that only those arguments are able to influence the process that are consistent with
legal criteria of the EIA are reflective of the power of this discourse. Concerns over cranes and visual impacts
upon churches may of course be genuine concerns, but they are also, due to their legally protected status,
instrumentalized as powerful argumentative tools. Hence, as argued by Gaventa (2006), power gained in
one space, through new skills, capacity and experiences can be utilized to enter and influence other spaces.
In addition, the strategy to involve own lawyers and other experts (e.g. on noise or biology) reproduces the
technological regulative framework of the EIA.

The excluding character of the technical-scientific language is closely associated with this. The ‘testimonial’
format of expert panels does not enable citizens to develop and exchange ideas and solutions but causes them
to take on the role of activists advocating their cause (Karpowitz & Mansbridge, 2006) , as exemplified in the
EIA procedure. Based on pre-defined categories, the EIA determines what and how issues come to be debated
and how ‘non-fitting’ issues are marginalized. Hence it does not capture the broader structures of everyday life
such as family, work, social relations, place identity and mobility (Larsen et al., 2018; Smart et al., 2014).

Additionally, time emerges as a powerful strategy to close the public space for residents’ input. By using
time as an excuse (short deadlines, cutting meetings, limited information etc.), it is possible to narrow
down the space for public debate, thereby reducing disruptions of the overall plan. Following Lefebvre
(1991, p. 95), this does not only exemplify how space is a social and dynamic product, but also how the pri-
macy of the economic and the political implies the supremacy over space and time.

Finally, a consequence of the developer practices to engage with private landowners is the intimidation of
the public sphere. Sennett (1976) uses the concept of ‘tyranny of intimacy’ to describe how public life loses its
value of being public due to the degrading and crumbling boundary between the private and public. This is
reflected in the ‘closure’ of the public space already in the idea phase, where the early and close dialogue
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between developers, the municipality and selected landowners gives them control over the communication
during the planning process. As noticed by Jacquet (2015, p. 241), this form of ‘private participation’ exacer-
bates the inequality between the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ present in communities. Later in the process, the
responsibility of the EIA is devolved to developers, which contributes to the experience of the public space
being sabotaged. This results in an amalgamation of environmental, economic and planning interests,
which makes early participation a matter of economic management rather than empowerment and blurs
the boundaries between material and procedural participation. Furthermore, the practice of developers to
seek out, negotiate and even threaten citizens within the framework of their private sphere shows how social
practices from institutionalized space can undermine formal engagement processes (Berry et al., 2019).

The fundamental question that follows is whether it is sensible to refer to participation at all, if it is
obscured anyway? The recognition that public participation must be mediated within the framework of
existing power networks questions the scope of individual agency. Referring to Barry and Ellis (2011, p.
33), an actual reduction in substantive participative opportunities in RET is taking place to ‘streamline plan-
ning with the aim of enhancing investor confidence by speeding up the regulatory process and reducing the
impact of dissent’. This tendency may, as noted by Cowell and Owens (2006, p. 405), be particularly evident
in the planning of large infrastructure projects, such as wind farms, where a closure of ‘crucial institutional
spaces for challenges to the status quo’ is taking place. While participatory spaces could serve as arenas for
rethinking and reshaping traditional modes of operating energy systems, the erosion of the democratic space
may instead undermine longer-term social innovation and adaption to a common energy future (Barry &
Ellis, 2011, p. 33). This lost potential becomes even more paradoxical when looking at the engagement per-
formed outside the formal public space.

6.3. Potentials of self-organized participation

Various studies have noted the need to look more closely at the potentials of social conflicts in WE planning
(Barry & Ellis, 2011; Cuppen, 2018). Instead of viewing conflicts as bumps on the road that should be de-poli-
ticized through legitimization techniques, they are regarded as new political spaces in which traditional modes
of operating energy systems are challenged and reshaped (Cuppen, 2018, p. 30). This perspective aligns with an
agonistic perspective (Mouffe, 1999), which considers democratic struggle as something inevitable and intrin-
sically good for the health of democracy (Barry & Ellis, 2011, 35).

In this study, such approaches address the relation between the formal public debate and the (in)formal
popular mobilization outside the institutionalized policy arenas – i.e. claimed spaces (Gaventa, 2006). In
the findings, this space emerges in different configurations. Overall, uncertainty arising from the experience
of being marginalized and the pro-activeness required for participation creates a ‘space of uncertainty’ (Cupers
& Miessen, 2002), which motivates residents to claim and create their own spaces for debate. Here, various
tactics (external experts, letters, complaints, use of (social) media, and self-organized meetings) are mobilized
in order to get a voice in the debate and to become the inviting party (i.e. inviting politicians and developers to
their own agenda).

Such alternative publics are initiated in the private sphere where residents give vent to issues that are not
debated within the formal public consultation space, and hint at the permeability between claimed, closed and
invited space inWE planning (Figure 3). As certain issues do not find a space to unfold in ‘the good process’ of
WE participation techniques, they play out in informal self-organized arenas, which constitute a ‘counter-
space’ (Lefebvre, 1991, p. 383) that rejects the agendas of planners, developers and the state and makes creative
use of invited space. The initiatives of local residents to take over the physical premises of the formal space,
initiate civic meetings or simply co-opt the system by using its own rules and options against itself
demonstrates in this regard how invited spaces are ‘constantly in transformation as well as potential arenas
for transformation’ (Cornwall, 2004b, p. 76).

The paradox here is how such informal spaces take shape as a direct response to the entrenched relations of
dependence, uncertainty and disfranchisement produced by the institutionalized public space. As an alterna-
tive to participation in the formal political space, it forms an ‘art of surveillance’ (DeCerteau, 1984), taking
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effect as a response to a ‘crisis of legitimation’ (Habermas, 1979) born out of the technocratic neglect of ration-
alities from the lifeworld and a lack of trust in the system. Simultaneously, they reflect local agency and provide
opportunities for (local) democracy (Cuppen, 2018; Verloo, 2017). By mobilizing collective action and advo-
cacy, the claimed and self-organized space seems to constitute a space for collective reflection in which par-
ticipants can strive to reach shared visions and decisions about how to proceed (Berry et al., 2019; Cornwall,
2008). Such meanings may carry important answers and solutions to future energy challenges, but they require
open spaces to unfold.

Therefore, we argue that we need to move away from focusinging almost purely on the juridical rationality,
procedural correctness, and the legitimacy of decisions inside the invited institutionalized space and give more
attention to the inspiration and learnings from the agency, political engagement and creativeness of the infor-
mal participation outside. From a theoretical perspective, this also represents an alternative to a controversial
complete rejection of public participation (Cooke & Kothari, 2001). Since the problematization of inherent
risks (tyranny and legitimization) is generally confirmed in this paper, it also presents an element of paralysis.
Thus, it can also be argued that a further decoupling of citizens from energy governance is exactly the reason
why it is necessary to upscale and reconfigure public spaces in WE planning.

7. Concluding remarks

Due to fixed procedures, early engagement and possibilities of involvement at both strategic and project levels,
Danish WE planning has been considered as a good example from which other countries can learn. However,
the insights from our research show that the public space provided for public participation reflects an invited
space that is closed in its character. While the planning system cannot be blamed for not complying with legal
requirements, the perceived shortcomings are grounded in how the participation requirements are

Figure 3. The model shows the dynamic nature of space for participation in WE planning. The formal institutionalized space is in constant
interaction between opening up (through invitation) and closing itself off from the influence of the citizens. The very pressure of the self-orga-
nized participation in the informal space contributes to this dynamic, while at the same time being constantly nurtured by the lack of real
influence in the institutionalized space. Graphics: Oliver Abbey.

JOURNAL OF ENVIRONMENTAL POLICY & PLANNING 747



implemented in practice. Even though there is certainly leeway for tweaking the practicalities to make it some-
what better, it fails to facilitate an active and influential public participation, which cannot really be achieved
within the constrained frame of invited spaces. Trapped in systemic power structures that do not allow for
empowerment, open dialogue and citizen influence, this space cannot achieve more than seeking to fulfill
its instrumental purpose: legitimizing the development of infrastructure projects. Venturing beyond the legit-
imizing purposes of participation would therefore require a profound reconfiguration of a public space that
encourages joint experiments, exploration and collaboration between established, oppositional and dialectical
understandings of wind energy as part of a sustainable future.

Notes

1. Consolidated Act no. 287/2018 on planning.
2. Statutory order on wind turbine planning (no. 1590/2014).
3. Wind2050.dk looked at drivers and barriers for social acceptance of WE in Denmark.
4. The SEP project was a collaboration between researchers and 8 municipalities in the southern region of Denmark to

explore controversies in WE planning conducted in the Wind2050 project. Findings are reported in Nyborg et al.
(2015), Clausen and Nyborg (2016) and Borch et al. (2017).

5. The Danish church has the right of veto in matters of local building cases.
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