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Abstract: The first grassroots initiatives for renewable energy in The Netherlands were a small
number of wind cooperatives that developed in the 1980s and 1990s. After a few years without
developments, new initiatives started emerging after 2000, and after 2009 the movement boomed,
growing from around 40 to over 360 initiatives. These initiatives form an active, large and diverse
movement that uses various motivations, technologies and connections, which have changed over
time. This article uses a mixed methodology, aiming to map the development of these different
“waves of initiatives” and relate them to the way in which the initiatives fit with their institutional
environment. Institutional changes—such as the liberalization of the energy market, changing energy
policies and discourses and a policy field that became increasingly multi-actor and multi-level—have
influenced the presence and activities of grassroots initiatives. The article concludes that the
growth and increasing visibility of the movement can be attributed to a large institutional fit at
the decentral level, but that the low priority for grassroots initiatives and the economic rationale of
the national government have hindered the political influence and installed capacity of renewable
energy production facilities of the initiatives.
Keywords: grassroots initiatives; renewable energy; bottom-up; energy policy; institutional fit;
The Netherlands; mixed method

1. Introduction
1.1. Institutionalization of Grassroots Initiatives
There is a seeming asymmetry between the recent rapid growth of Dutch grassroots initiatives
for renewable energy and the apparent lack of responsiveness from the institutional environment in
which they develop, especially at the national administrative level. From 2009 to 2016, the number
of grassroots initiatives (GIs) grew from around 40 to over 360 [1] and they seem to provide an
opportunity for local renewable energy that is community organized and financed and has a high
local acceptance. Despite this potential, few (national) rules, subsidies or other support measures are
targeted towards GIs. The aim of this research is to analyze the development of the GIs movement
in relation to its policy environment. This prompts two research questions, one empirical and one
analytical: how did the movement of GIs in The Netherlands develop, and how and why has this
movement become (limitedly) institutionalized in the Dutch (renewable) energy policy domain?
Answering these questions reveals if and how the observed asymmetry occurs in practice and how
this affects the development of the movement of GIs: findings that are placed in the academic debate
on the (innovative) potential of GIs.
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Overlooking the GIs movement is all too easy for the Dutch government: GIs form a heterogeneous
group of initiatives with various scales, activities and degrees of professionalism, but with a typically
modest aim and local focus. Turning to the larger players in the system is claimed to have the
advantage for the central government of dealing with lower-risk and higher-impact projects [2,3],
but the dependence of the incumbents on fossil fuels and cheap electricity hinders a radically new
or innovative approach to energy and could slow down the transition. Bottom-up initiatives could
provide a valuable testing ground for technological and governance innovations [4] and could provide
legitimacy and reduce NIMBY reactions [5]. In addition, a focus on large scale production does not
facilitate a role for individual homeowners and energy consumers, who can have a significant impact:
individual citizens and community projects for example account for a large share of the installed RE
capacity in Germany, one of the energy transition leaders in Europe [6]. A decentralized and diversified
policy could create an environment in which GIs could positively influence the energy transition.
1.2. Main Concepts
The concept “grassroots initiative” is based on the grassroots innovations literature, which
defines grassroots innovations as “networks of activists and organizations generating novel bottom-up
solutions for sustainable development; solutions that respond to the local situation and the interests
and values of the communities involved” [7,8]. We prefer the term grassroots initiative over innovation
in order to include all bottom-up alternatives for local sustainability, including those that are innovative
in the sense of shifting ownership and roles of citizens rather than through the use of technological
innovations [7]. We define grassroots initiatives for renewable energy as local, bottom-up collaborations
between citizens, motivated by the desire to supply or produce renewable energy on a local scale.
This refers to a broad category of organizations and projects with a wide range of participation modes
such as initiation, administration, management and (co-)ownership of projects [9]. Initiatives may
consist of larger or smaller groups of citizens, local farmers or businesses, or more well-established
NGOs taking up renewable energy. Although cooperatives are the most well-known organizational
form, more informal, businesslike or other organizational types also occur [10]. Research has also
identified GIs as community initiatives, civic initiatives, bottom up projects or local renewable energy
companies [1,10,11] and includes accounts on the growth and variety of the phenomenon [11], their
contribution to the renewable energy transition [12,13] and their innovative potential [7]. This study
aims to contribute to the debate on the potential of GIs through an institutional approach.
GIs can be viewed as a “movement” in the sense that they form an informal network between a
plurality of groups and organizations, which are active within the renewable energy domain based
on their shared value of local, renewable energy provision and the dissatisfaction with this provision
by the government. The growth of the movement refers both to the increased numbers of GIs and to
the strengthening of their network. The institutionalization of GIs refers to the process in which new
actors become embedded in the structure and discourse of a policy field: through repeated interactions
between new actors and the established actors, rules and ideas present in the policy field, new actors
may become part of the policy making processes and the game of distribution of resources, and may
find legitimacy for their position [14].
The process of development and institutionalization of GIs exemplifies a social and organizational
innovation in the energy sector, in which the sector becomes multi-actor and decentralized and citizens
move beyond their role of consumers to become players in the decision making and production process.
The process of institutional embedment of this innovation is a regulatory response of the institutional
system. Hence, this research contributes to the topic of the Special Issue “Innovation in the European
Energy Sector and Regulatory Responses to It” of the journal Sustainability, by providing an example of
the regulatory response of institutionalization to a social innovation.
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1.3. Grassroots Initiatives in The Netherlands
In the past six years, GIs went from being virtually absent in the Dutch energy scene to
being present in almost every municipality and increasingly visible and influential as a movement.
Although a handful of GIs emerged in the 1970s, the current landscape of GIs for renewable energy in
The Netherlands consists of at least 360 formalized GIs [1], over 75% of which have been established
after 2008.
The growth of the GIs movement takes place in a strongly fossil fuel oriented energy system
that faces the challenge of a renewable energy transition. The 2016 Dutch electricity production is for
50.1% based on coal and for 37.2% on natural gas, with a 5.8% share of renewable energy (RE) [15].
In order to comply with the European targets for reduction of CO2 emissions, the renewable energy
share should rise to 16% by 2023 [16]. GIs, with their focus on local renewable electricity production,
could be potentially interesting partners for the government. However, the government takes a
centralized approach, focusing on large scale projects with high installed capacities, such as offshore
wind projects [16,17]. The 2013 Energy Agreement has a modest focus on decentralization and inclusion
in designing policies, but most of the current measures are aimed at larger companies and investors
and the current incumbents (e.g., through subsidizing biomass co-combustion) [3]. Commenting
on this, an interviewee from The Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency remarks that the
national government engages in a variety of partnerships with the traditional energy sector, grid
operators, market parties and regional and local government, but has relatively little attention for the
many small, local and citizen-led projects that have emerged in the past decade.
1.4. Literature Review on Dutch Grassroots Initiatives
To describe and interpret the broad history of Dutch GIs is a novel approach: academic accounts on
the Dutch situation up until now consist of single and comparative case studies, mostly of frontrunners
that provide insights in innovations among GIs but do not represent the movement as a whole. This
section provides a literature review of these studies.
Van der Schoor and Scholtens (2015) and Hufen and Koppejan (2015) both aim at understanding
the role and contribution of GIs in the renewable energy transition [18,19]. Van der Schoor and
Scholtens compare 13 cases in the north of The Netherlands between 2010 and 2013, and conclude that
these GIs were still developing and relatively young, but that formalizing the initiative strengthened
their position and internal organization. They also observe an increase in regional umbrella
organizations, such as the GrEK in Groningen province [18]. Hufen and Koppejan study four
frontrunner GIs: Deltawind, Texel Energie, Grunneger Power and Lochem Energy. They conclude that
wind cooperatives have a strong potential to contribute to the RE transition because of their unique
local situation, but that GIs that are not solely focused on wind have little potential, due to relatively
expensive “green” energy and scarce possibilities for RE production [19].
Hoppe et al. (2015) compare two successful Local Energy Initiatives, Lochem Energy (in
The Netherlands) and Saerbeck (Germany), focusing on motivations, visions, actors and networks,
and learning. They highlight the importance of the role of networking, dealing with expectations,
facilitating community learning, leadership and process management of public officials [20]. Warbroek
and Hoppe (2017) focus on the response of local and regional authorities to the emergence of
local low-carbon energy initiatives in the provinces of Overijssel and Friesland. These cases are
directed towards policy innovation and institutional adaptation, and the results show that the regional
authorities govern through enabling, whereas the local governments’ modes of governing are more of
an ad hoc and incremental in nature [21].
De Boer and Zuidema (2015) develop an “integrated energy landscape” to conceptualize the
intertwining of physical and socio-economic elements of the energy system. The integrated approach
aids spatial planners and policy makers in their understanding of the contributions of energy initiatives
in the light of an energy transition [22].
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The study of De Vries et al. (2016) is dedicated to civic energy communities (CEC) and qualitatively
explores five “best practice cases”, being CALorie, Morgen Groene Energie, Hilverstroom, Lochem
Energie and Duurzaam Hoonhorst. The case studies focus on the role of users in (technological)
innovation practices, and reveal that existing technologies are gradually implemented into existing
configurations in a community learning process. Particularly, the learning process adds to the network
building of the community with external parties, which opens up different resources and other
networks [23].
These case studies provide valuable information on local cases within their context, but as most
of the above scholars acknowledge, they only provide specific knowledge on particular cases, which
cannot easily be transferred towards other cases. In addition, the majority of studies are dedicated to
best practices or frontrunners within the GI movement. Consequently, a more complete picture of the
GIs in The Netherlands is lacking. This paper aims to provide a more generic overview, contributing
to the understanding of GIs in The Netherlands through collecting and analyzing GIs, their history,
goals, activities and partnerships.
1.5. An Institutional Approach
The development of GIs in the Dutch energy policy system can be viewed as a process of
institutionalization: the translation from local niche experiments into concrete changes in the energy
policy system. This process of institutionalization of new actors can be hindered by vested interests
and institutional obstacles, which preserve the status quo and favor unimaginative innovations and
incremental changes [24]: “while not monolithic, omnipresent or immutable, institutions can only rarely
be avoided, modified, or replaced without a considerable degree of effort” [25]. The development of GIs can
be viewed as an interactive process in which a certain degree of institutionalization enables further
development of the movement, which then increases their potential to instigate change and reduce the
institutional obstacles that hinder their development.
We view the energy system as an institutional system, defining institutions as “the formal or
informal procedures, routines, norms and conventions embedded in the organizational structure of the
polity or political economy” [26] (p. 938). The changes and institutionalization processes of GIs in that
system are mapped using the policy arrangements approach (PAA) and the concept of institutional fit.
The PAA is an institutional approach to map specific policy systems such as the energy policy system,
through analyzing four interrelated dimensions of the system: the (coalitions of) actors, the formal
and informal rules, the distribution of resources such as funds and knowledge, and the discourses,
relating to the multiple ideas and frames in the system and their relative dominance [14,26]. Each of
these dimensions can be both a source or a hindrance for change processes, and, likewise, each of these
dimensions can provide opportunities or hindrances for the institutionalization of GIs, i.e., the process
in which they become embedded in each dimension of the system.
The way in which each dimension creates opportunities or hindrances for GIs to access the
system is described as “institutional fit”, which can be defined as the congruence between GIs
and the institutional system, stemming from the idea that local initiatives are only able to emerge
when institutions do not create insuperable barriers [27,28]. This fit is a dynamic process of mutual
adjustment between GIs and the arrangement [29] and can be operationalized in the four dimensions
of the PAA. In the dimension of actors, the ability of GIs to form coalitions and collaborations with
others is referred to as relational fit. The access to resources is referred to as distributive fit. Third,
regulatory fit refers to the options or limits posed by the rules in the system. Lastly, discursive fit
is the alignment of the ideas and values of GIs with those of other actors, which can be a basis for
collaboration [30]. This includes ideas on renewable energy or e.g., environmental considerations,
but also includes ideas on the legitimacy of GIs as actors in the energy system. Thus, fit in one
dimension influences the opportunities and constraints in other dimensions. Institutional fit is
constantly created, recreated and altered in a dynamic interaction between GIs and their environment
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and through the dynamics within the system itself, and GIs need a certain amount of fit in order to
successfully expand beyond their first niche activities [31].
2. Materials and Methods
The research uses a mixed method based on quantitative data of 360 GIs, in order to present a
broad overview of the movement. The GIs were identified using data from umbrella organizations
HIER Opgewekt (Produced HERE) and ODE Decentraal (Organization for Decentral Renewable Energy),
the Lokale Energie Monitor (Local Energy Monitor) report [1] and membership data of decentral
umbrella organizations such as the Provincial umbrellas of Gelderland and Noord-Brabant. Data on
these initiatives were gathered using a web-search of the websites of GIs and media coverage of the
GIs. The method of web analysis was chosen in order not to overburden the volunteers engaged in GI
projects. The data collection included around 60 questions on themes such as the contact details of the
organization; their goals; the location, technology, capacity, planning and progress of projects; activities
not aimed at production, partnerships, alliances and memberships; publicity; and innovations.
The database was analyzed using basic statistical techniques, which led to the identification of
the four “waves” of development of GIs. The network analysis is based on membership data of the
national and decentral umbrella organizations and data on formal collaborations found through the
web search. This was supplemented with qualitative data from the interviews and informal contacts
with the umbrella organizations.
The “waves of development” were studied in more detail using qualitative data on the institutional
context of initiatives, such as content analysis of policy documents of European, national and local
energy policy and media coverage of GIs and energy policy, all referred to in the text. In addition,
we conducted over 30 interviews and informal meetings with representatives from the umbrella groups
ODE Decentraal and HIER Opgewekt, (local) policy makers, representatives of energy producers and
grid operators and initiators of GIs. The interviews were semi-structured and contained questions on
the interplay between GIs and actors in their environment, and topics also covered in the database.
Summaries of the interviews were used to identify instances of (lacking) institutional fit.
3. Results
3.1. The History of Dutch Grassroots Initiatives: A Development in Waves
Our 2016 database identifies 360 GIs in The Netherlands, which form a diverse group of
well-established cooperatives that produce or sell electricity, as well as new initiatives in the process
of establishing their internal organization and formulating RE goals. An overview of the “birth” of
the initiatives displays a pattern in different waves (see Figure 1). These waves become even more
apparent if one looks at the “signature” of the initiatives. Each wave has its own distinguished type of
GIs in terms of the core motivations, activities and technologies of the GIs and their interaction with
their institutional environment.
The first community wind cooperative was established in 1985 and was rooted in the anti-nuclear
movement. In the early years of GIs, we see some pioneers in different provinces (wave 1) followed
by some more wind cooperatives in Friesland province (wave 2). These waves remained modest and
their development stopped during the process of liberalization of the energy market. A few years later,
new pioneer emerge (wave 3) followed by the large growth in numbers that prompted this research
(wave 4). After 2014 the numbers of newly established GIs seem to drop. The development pattern
that Figure 1 displays is described below and explained through the institutional fit of the emerging
GIs with their environment.
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SEP. The monopolized market created little fit for new entrants, but the new decentral grid access
formed
a regulatory option that aligned with the discourse of local community action.
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Although these GIs were successful in their plans, the movement barely expanded in the 1990s
and remained of little influence to policy makers. In the late 1990s the movement had around 2000
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The success of the Frisian turbines can be explained by large institutional fit and the absence of
unsurpassable thresholds in each of the dimensions of the arrangement. The villages built a discourse
coalition with the province and municipalities based on the shared aim of revitalizing the community,
which was perceived as a legitimate and high priority aim. Based on this discursive and relational fit,
the province made resources available and the collaboration with the province convinced local banks
to contribute, creating distributive fit at the local level. Lastly, the rules that needed to be complied
with were suitable for local wind projects, as the laws under which the first wave of GIs had developed
were not altered. More than this local institutional fit, the GIs also benefited from some favorable local
circumstances outside of the energy policy arrangement. The projects benefited from the tightness of
the small, local communities in these villages, which are remote rural areas in which people know and
trust each other. The local community had faith in the initiators and because revenues were invested
in collective goods, the public acceptance of the turbines was very high. The turbine in Reduzum is for
example lovingly called “us mûne” (our mill) by the local people [40]. Moreover, a local learning effect
occurred in which one village was inspired by a turbine in a neighboring village, and local learning
took place, allowing for access to knowledge as a resource. Lastly, the initiators felt a high urgency
to act because the villages faced poverty and depopulation, often leading to the termination of local
facilities such as schools and libraries. Through the revenues of the turbines, these facilities could
remain open, which was a strong motivation for the initiators [41].
At the national level the institutional fit for GIs was still small. In reaction to the 1986
Chernobyl disaster and the 1987 Brundtland report, sustainable development was put on the national
policy agenda and brought about an environmental discourse that was further strengthened by the
founding of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) by the United Nations in 1988.
These international ambitions translated into Dutch policy documents such as the 1989 National
Environmental Policy Plan (NMP) that encouraged recycling and energy efficiency [42]. The first
wind plan was presented in 1991 and included goals and liberties for the seven Dutch provinces
with the highest wind potential. This plan lacked a reinforcement mechanism though, and, from the
aimed 1000 MW, only 437 MW was realized by 2000. This increase in discursive fit for GIs did not
translate into opportunities in the actor constellation, as the national government partnered mostly
with the SEP, which had merged into four large regional distribution monopolists [36]. Provinces and
municipalities had large financial interests in the SEP but little control, and the national government
had few steering mechanisms and “struggled with the climate targets” [28] (p. 119). It was unclear which
climate models should be followed, and economic growth and energy use reduction seemed impossible
to reconcile. Here, the old and new energy discourses collided, and the economic considerations and
lobby proved to be persistent: the government was hesitant to implement measures that would harm
industrial development. The search for appropriate policy strategies was appointed to the Exploration
Committee Energy Research, which fittingly called its 1996 report “Search for directions in a maze”.
In 1996, the government established the aim to achieve a 10% share of RE by 2020 [43] and sought
collaboration with the market, mostly because a new, major complication had been added to the
already complex sector: the EU plan to liberalize the energy market.
3.5. Intermezzo: Liberalization of the Energy Market
The liberalization of the Dutch energy market was a transformative process that changed all
dimensions of the arrangement through a very non-transparent and messy process, in other words:
“it led to a complete tilt in the energy sector, with new power relations, new players, and above all large insecurity
about the future for all involved parties” [34] (p. 114). This insecurity had a disruptive short-term impact
on the developments of renewable energy in general and the involvement of GIs: actors waited until
the dust settled. Agterbosch characterizes this era, starting with the first preparations in 1996, as an
“interbellum” in which the monopoly powers were awaiting what would happen and the free market
was not yet in place [37] (p. 233). The process was shaped through a series of laws and White Papers,
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culminating in the 2004 free market for consumers and with some processes such as unbundling
still ongoing.
The new situation of the liberalized market was a new “playing field” for GIs. The actor
constellation became more internationally oriented, as the former SEP members could not compete
with international energy conglomerates and were taken over (e.g., Nuon became part of Vattenfall
and Essent was bought by German energy company RWE). A few years into the liberal market, small
market players started to emerge with a distinct “green” signature, such as Greenchoice, Huismerk
and VandeBron. For GIs, this provided more fit for collaboration than the international energy giants,
which have little interest in non-market players and in the local level. The resource distribution also
provides little fit: a liberalized market is characterized by competition and the potential of GIs to
compete with more professional companies is limited. Lastly, the discourse became more market
oriented, but environmental concerns appeared as a form of “branding” of some of the new companies,
which offered discursive fit for GIs.
Domestic renewable energy production suffered under the liberalization. The chances for
economically unviable technologies are small in an open market, which hinders experimentation.
Moreover, increased international competition and international trade of green energy certificates
led to large competition from, e.g., cheap Nordic hydropower. RE projects require relatively high
investments and have long timeframes for return of investment [37]. Since open markets have a
tendency to favor short payback times and low prices over longer (more sustainable) investments,
RE was not commercially interesting [44].
Because of the high instability and unpredictability of the energy system during liberalization,
GIs were notably absent. It was very unclear for GIs—and other investors—how the future would
unfold, which caused actors to wait. The first two waves of GIs had been building wind turbines,
something that requires a long time frame and future outlook. It is not surprising that the first GIs to
emerge after the liberalization sought other, more easily attainable activities and technologies than
wind power. Driven by a mix of dissatisfaction with the energy market, environmental concerns
and financial motives, the first new citizens’ activities for RE started to emerge a few years after the
liberalization was introduced.
3.6. The Third Wave: The New Pioneers in 2000–2008
In the liberalized market, the Dutch government embraced the RE transition as a policy goal,
but through a broad and inconsistent approach. A series of experiments, subsidies, pilot projects
and policy platforms occurred, but because of the many changes in government and the novelty of
the RE challenge in a liberalized market, there was very little continuity and the investment climate
was uncertain. For example, the 2003 MEP subsidy for RE projects was very popular but had to be
capped when it became too costly. The overall energy policies in these years have been characterized
as “jiggling” and a lack of continuity in policy aims, rules and subsidies and fuzzy distribution of
roles and responsibilities [45] have “caused The Netherlands to be lagging behind [in the RE transition] for
years” [46]. Still, some of the goals were reached, such as the Kyoto protocol goals (through emissions
trading) and the goals for offshore wind that were set for 2010, but the share of RE remained negligible.
In 2008, net metering became allowed for private households, which strongly stimulated investment
in solar panels, and a new subsidy called SDE (Incentive Renewable Energy) became available for (GIs)
energy projects.
The dominant discourse on energy policy of the national government was an ongoing difficult
compromise between economic and environmental sustainability concerns, in which climate change
concerns emerged as a new layer that was introduced through e.g., the “Stern Review on the Economic
Impact on Climate Change” (2006), the IPCC reports on global warming (e.g., 2007) and Al Gore’s
documentary “An Inconvenient Truth” (2006). The coupling of energy with anthropogenic climate
change created momentum for RE in the national government. Locally, RE gained momentum as a
method for branding, for example as “energy smart city” or “transition town”. This discursive fit for
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RE led to local awareness and budget for RE measures such as subsidies, local smart grids and heat
pumps: in other words it created local distributive and regulatory fit.
In this institutional environment, which was still unpredictable but in which the RE transition
gained discursive legitimacy, a group of new GIs emerged from broader NGOs and initiatives from
adjacent fields such as neighborhood development, housing construction and existing collaborations
between farmers and their neighbors. For example, the first collective solar roofs were developed in
2006 through Project “Farmer Seeks Neighbor” in which local people gave loans on solar panels to a
local farmer, and received interest from the profits. In 2006 foundation Urgenda (urgent agenda) was
founded by two Rotterdam academics, who presented an action agenda to become climate neutral by
2030. Another example, pioneer Kroetenwind, was established in 2002 in order to make a local newly
built neighborhood in Breda sustainable through compulsory membership of all new plot owners.
Similarly, projects emerged on business campuses (e.g., Bedrijvenpark Twentekanaal). Inspired by
these new pioneers and by international examples such as the Danish island Samsø that appeared in the
Dutch media, a new type of actor emerged: the broad energy cooperative. “New style” cooperatives
such as Meewind, Texel Energie, AEC and Duurzaam Zwolle were founded in 2006–2009 and had a
broad agenda for sustainability and a local approach, inspired by their predecessors like Urgenda.
These new GIs started with a much broader range of activities than the classical wind cooperatives,
opting for less high risk and complex activities, and for more visible short-term results. These activities
include resale of green electricity and collective purchase of privately owned solar panels and providing
members with information about energy savings and production. In 2006, Urgenda was the first
organization to organize a collective purchase for solar panels called We Want Solar (Wij Willen Zon),
and the price of PV, which had already been declining due to (Chinese) technological improvements
and increased production, dropped further because of the collective shipments and the success of the
activity, which sold 50,000 panels to households between 2006 and 2010 and was repeated by other
organizations. Another activity that quickly became popular was resale of green electricity, a white
label construct through which local GIs offer RE supply, using the back office and supplier permit of a
larger, for-profit RE supplier Consumers would buy e.g., ‘Grunneger Power’ that would be delivered
through Greenchoice. This local branding of renewable energy made consumers enthusiastic, and the
cooperative gained some profits from the resale. From these low hanging fruits, many GIs developed
towards broader and more ambitious projects, whereas others were happy with modest activities.
Organizing collectively owned production was now no longer the initial goal of a GI, but becomes a
final activity which some would never (attempt to) reach.
These new and innovative activities are enabled by the dropping prices of solar panels and the
net metering rules, but the creativity that GIs display also stems from a poor fit with the institutional
arrangement. Even though innovation and a broad approach are beneficial for GIs, the system was
too inscrutable and unstable for GIs to develop in the traditional fashion. The lack of regulatory and
distributive fit stems partly from the inaccessibility of the energy system and the difficulty in obtaining
permits and finances, but mostly from the unpredictability of the system, causing GIs to display risk
averse behavior.
3.7. The Fourth Wave: Large Numbers of Followers in 2009–2015
Starting in 2009, the GIs movement grew from around 40 initiatives to over 360 initiatives, which
were enabled by a liberalized market and net metering, and inspired by the new activities of the
third wave pioneers. Our survey identified 360 GIs, including 185 cooperatives, 41 foundations,
21 associations, and many GIs in the process of formal registration. Combinations of legal forms also
occur, e.g., cooperatives start a separate foundation for the development of a production facility. There
are both rural and urban GIs, although the majority is situated in more densely populated areas. This
section looks in more detail at the institutional setting of these new GIs and at their identity: their
motivations, activities, and network connections.
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3.7.1. Institutional Setting
The boom of GIs does not coincide with a better institutional fit, on the contrary: since 2010,
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Provinces and municipalities are more supportive than the national government. Using the
profits from selling their shares in the regional and local utilities, they installed subsidies for
home-owners and support GIs with starting subsidies or loans, practical advice, and e.g., temporary
office space. Moreover, municipalities and provinces have encouraged networks between GIs and
wider sustainability activities, such as Power2Nijmegen (Nijmegen municipality) and the Community
of Practice of energy cooperatives (Gelderland province).
3.7.2. Motivations of GIs
Whereas the traditional wind cooperatives had a strong environmental motivation, and the
Frisian turbines were built to generate local revenue, the motivations for the third and fourth wave
GIs are much more diverse and include various economic, environmental and societal arguments.
The environmental motivation is still dominant for most GIs, and encompasses reasons such as
sustainability; being environmentally friendly, leaving a better (green) world for next generations,
reducing CO2 emissions and reversing climate change. Opposition to nuclear power plays a much
smaller role than it did some decades ago. Economic motivations for GIs are on the rise. Initiators
are often volunteers who are “in it for the environment”, but many passive members see GIs as
a profitable investment. Interview respondents indicate that reducing the energy bill, offering
a cheap or independent alternative to fossil fuels, and creating revenue for investors are strong
motivations to attract members. Lastly, societal reasons are less prominent. Developing the region or
community, improving the local landscape, and achieving independence as a community are often
cited as secondary reasons. For “branding”, the local identity is very important, as Lochem Energy
explains: “If people can buy Lochem energy, it makes them feel more connected than if they buy
from a national company”. Most GIs brand themselves distinctively as local by using the name
of their village, city or region. A handful of small projects are aimed more directly at revitalizing
communities: these are mainly rural areas with problems of demographic decline and relative poverty.
The combination of elements in the motivation is increasingly common, which is reflected in the
common GIs catchphrase “samen lokaal duurzaam” (together, local, sustainable), emphasizing both
sustainability and a community orientation.
New GIs were also hugely inspired by the success of the third wave pioneers and their visibility
in e.g., the HIER Opgewekt national events, the popular documentary “Power to the People” [48], and
the media attention for Urgenda. “When I saw that on TV, I thought: that’s what I want too” explains a
local initiator. Increasing networking and subsequent availability of practical information for starting
cooperatives further enabled initiators. The economic crisis led to a relatively high unemployment
rate among higher educated people, many of whom founded GIs, often with the active support of the
municipalities, which co-founded many GIs or gave start-up subsidies. In short, the motivations form
a broad mix of environmental, social and economic discourses that fit well with local governments,
but form a poor fit with the national government, which focuses on large projects and economic gains.
3.7.3. Activities
The third and fourth wave GIs display a wide range of (new) activities. The boom of the fourth
wave came prior to the zipcode rose and SDE+ subsidies, but was inspired by the introduction of a
new activity by the third wave pioneers: collective purchase of solar panels. Because of technological
developments in solar PV and economies of scale, the prices of (Chinese) solar panels had dropped
steeply. With subsidies still in place, the net metering law of 2008, and with a number of provincial and
municipal subsidies for home improvements regarding RE, the pay-back time for solar PV dropped
from over 20 years to below 10 years, with even better deals if one bought solar panels through a
collective. Led on by a number of high profile examples such as Urgenda, this activity was repeated
by many new GIs. Especially with the government’s cutbacks since 2010, GIs became a popular
alternative. The social acceptance of solar projects was high and they became a common sight in the
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built environment. Solar panels were also seen as a way to cut back on future expenses on energy,
which was very appealing in these times of economic crisis.
The spectacular growth of GIs is nuanced somewhat if one looks at their activities. Since many
GIs are very young, they are still in an early phase of development, and as it can take many years to
realize a project for RE production or provision, this is not reached (yet) by most of the new initiatives.
Even with popular collective purchase actions, almost a third of GIs does not display any activities
beyond organizing information meetings for members and organizing the GI internally, with regards
to communication, membership recruitment and developing business cases or projects (see Table 1).
Table 1. Occurrence of activities of GIs.
Type of Activities

Examples

Active GIs 1

Internal organization

Designing statutes, forming a board, recruiting
members and volunteers, founding working
groups, planning

323 2 (100%)

Facilitation and information
for members

Information evenings/advice on energy savings
and/or production, collective purchase of solar
panels, collective discounts on home insulation

247 (76.5%)

Supply/resale of green electricity
(white label)

Collaboration with green energy supplier (e.g.,
Greenchoice, NLD, DE Unie) or (rarely) through
own supply permit

160 (49.5%)

Collective production of heat
or electricity

Collective “zipcode” solar projects, solar panels
on public buildings (e.g., schools), solar parks,
cooperative wind turbines

114 (35.3%)

Consultancy and advice for
non-members

Collaboration with municipality (Energieloket),
advice for owners associations of apartment
buildings, consultancy for businesses and
housing cooperatives

57 (17.6%)

Influencing (inter)national policy

Lobby and networking, appeals and complaints,
media attention

33 (10.2%)

based on web search and additional data from Lokale Energiemonitor, 2016; 2 other GIs do not state their progress
online and have not been used for calculating the percentages.
1

Table 1 shows that facilitation, the “low hanging fruit” is harvested by the majority of the
initiatives. This ranges from organizing an evening on led-lighting to collectively purchasing and
installing solar panels on private roofs. Only a minority moves beyond that to more laborious
activities. Supply of green electricity is popular, mostly because some licensed suppliers actively seek
collaboration with local GIs. For example, supplier NLD pays a fee to the cooperatives for each of their
members who buys their electricity and invites cooperatives to become affiliated with them. These
constructions are also seen with, e.g., Greenchoice, Eneco, Qwint and Huismerk Energie, sometimes
with branding of the electricity as a product of the GI, sometimes as an affiliation.
The production of RE by GIs consists of a mix of technologies often supported by the SDE+
subsidy for wind parks and solar roofs. In 2015, 52 solar projects were built and 67 in 2016 (including
the 38 zipcode roses). These solar projects range from very small (e.g., on a local school) to as large as
27,000 solar panels in Garyp. In 2016, 19 cooperatives have been founded specifically for a zipcode rose
project, which means that despite the dominant signature of the fourth wave GIs as broad in activities,
some “specialists” also arise [1]. In this specialization we see a shift in technology from wind to solar
PV, which was enabled by technological developments in solar panels but it also a consequence of the
limited institutional fit for wind projects. Because of technological developments, wind turbines have
increased in cost and as one wind pioneer explains: “without subsidies, it would be impossible to
build cooperative turbines at present”.
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3.7.4. Networks
In order to overcome regulatory, economic and political constraints, GIs increasingly connect
among each other to exchange knowledge, marshal public support and forge political alliances. These
connections take many shapes and sizes: there are national networks; networks regarding a specific
technology; regional networks; and networks that include GIs and their partners such as municipalities,
energy companies or local businesses. There are three large national umbrellas for GIs: ODE Decentraal,
REScoop and HIER Opgewekt.

•

•

•

ODE Decentraal, founded in 1979, grew to become an important independent network and
lobbyist. It merged in 2015 with E-decentraal, an umbrella for wind cooperatives, and is
increasingly influential in lobby (e.g., it successfully lobbied for better tax rules in the zipcode
rose). It also facilitates knowledge exchange among members and practical support for GIs.
HIER Opgewekt was founded in 2012 and is financed by the Dutch grid operators in order to
strengthen local initiatives, connect people working on RE and support the realization of their
ambitions. HIER Opgewekt functions as a platform to connect GIs and hosts a large annual
national event for networking and knowledge exchange.
REScoop NL, the Dutch umbrella for 37 wind and solar cooperatives, was founded in 2013
following an EU project to form a network of energy cooperatives. REScoop NL primarily
supports local production ambitions, mostly wind parks, through practical support in the project
development phase, and sometimes through sharing in the financial risk. It works closely together
with ODE Decentraal.

Regional alliances have also emerged in the past few years, such as US Kooperaasje in Friesland,
GrEK in Groningen, Drentse KEI in Drenthe, NLD as a collaboration between the former three, VECG
in Gelderland, VECB in Noord-Brabant, but also more local organizations such as Power2Nijmegen
and Energy Made in Arnhem, both citywide umbrella platforms, and AGEM for the region Achterhoek.
Figure 5 maps the national and regional networks of GIs and demonstrates the increasing connectivities
between GIs. These networks focus on knowledge exchange and GIs help each other with e.g., business
cases and subsidy applications. Here, an increase in relational fit also improves the distributive fit for
GIs, and the visibility of the movement strengthens the legitimacy of their actions. Furthermore, there
are partnerships for electricity resale with energy companies such as Greenchoice and more recently
DE Unie (which serves as an energy company for 24 local RE production GIs) and Huismerk Energie
(three GIs). In addition, nearly all GIs cooperate with local organizations, such as municipalities,
provinces, schools, provincial environmental organizations and local sports or cultural organizations.
Next to increasing networking, another trend becomes visible: increasing professionalization of
a few GIs and frustration and waning enthusiasm among the others. The “low hanging fruits” of
collective purchase activities have been harvested, which means that the target group of home owners
that privately invest in their properties has been catered for, leaving GIs disillusioned that “creating a
local energy transition” is not as easy as they initially hoped and the institutional fit for larger activities
is very limited. There is a current stagnation in the growth of the number of initiatives. This can be
explained by a saturation of the field—there are now over 360 initiatives in 390 municipalities—and
by demotivation and waning enthusiasm among the initiatives that have difficulties in starting up
projects. There seems to be a divide between strong projects that expand and thrive, and weaker
projects that cease to exist. Umbrella organization ODE Decentraal expects that with the announced
termination of net metering after 2020, new projects will become even less.
Professionalization and waning enthusiasm are in this case two sides of the same coin: the bar
for projects is raised, and GIs that do make it through the first process steps of a new project will be
strong, well-connected and visible local players that can play a significant role in the Dutch energy
transition. The current generation of GIs has to professionalize, which means hiring personnel rather
than depending on volunteers, and collaborating with other GIs, such as Spinderwind in Tilburg,
in which ten cooperatives work together to build a four turbine wind park, and BRES Breda, where
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Figure 5. Local and national networks between GIs in The Netherlands. Connections represent primary
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Koepel
Ús Lokaal
Koöperaasje
(US K);
Noordelijk Lokaal Duurzaam (NLD).
(US K); (GrEK);
Noordelijk
Duurzaam
(NLD).

Sustainability 2017, 9, 550

17 of 21

Lastly, the increased networking and visibility of GIs leads to a stronger position in the political
lobby of umbrella organization ODE Decentraal. Whereas the market parties still have a much stronger
voice in the political debate, ODE Decentraal is increasingly present at meetings and consultations,
which could lead to institutional barriers (such as limited net metering and unfavorable taxes) to at
least be recognized and discussed as such in The Hague.
3.8. Overview of Waves of Development of GIs
To summarize, the development of the GIs movement in The Netherlands has had a number of
distinct waves, and the institutional circumstances in which the GIs developed clearly made its mark
on the GIs (see Table 2).
Table 2. Overview of waves of GI development.
Wave

Main Institutional Developments
Relevant for GIs

Development of GIs

Seedbed

Public debate on nuclear power,
economic crises, concerns about
international dependencies and
environmental concerns

First broad action groups, anti-nuclear
protest movement

1986–1990

1: Wind pioneers

Technological orientation,
decentralized grid access,
production/grid entanglement and
monopolies

~25 wind cooperatives based on
environmental discourse

1991–1997

2: Frisian turbines

Provincial subsidies, local society
characteristics (social cohesion),
economic energy policies

9 village cooperatives with single
turbines in Friesland, economic/local
discourse

1998–2001

Liberalization

High uncertainty and lack of clarity
about new rules and
implementation of free market

-

2001–2009

3: New pioneers

Transition orientation, Net metering
law (2008), dropping solar panel
prices, dissatisfaction with
governmental policies

Pioneers from adjacent fields, broad
range of technologies and new
activities, risk averse and “low
hanging fruit”, mixed discourses

4: Followers

Economic orientation, budget cuts
and lowered ambitions,
network formation

Boom of 300+ GIs with wide variety
of motivations and activities, soon
leading to divide between waning
enthusiasm and professionalization,
stagnating growth

Period

1970s

2009-present

From Table 2, it becomes clear that institutional conditions indeed have a strong effect on the
development of GIs for renewable energy. The most notable example is the period around the
liberalization of the energy market, in which the conditions were so unpredictable that the development
of GIs came to a complete standstill. Similarly, we see that the second wave of Frisian turbines did not
expand nationally as the success of the project depended for a significant degree on the subsidies and
support provided by the province. Conversely, we see that, in the fourth wave of projects, many new
GIs jump to the opportunity and start a collective purchase action or a solar project using SDE+ or
zipcode rose subsidies. This illustrates that both the number of GIs in the field and their activities can
be constrained or enabled by the institutional conditions in which they emerge.
4. Discussion
The process of development and institutionalization of GIs in The Netherlands can be used to
nuance the academic findings on the innovative potential of GIs for renewable energy. The literature on
grassroots innovations and of bottom-up transition management generally attributes a large potential
to GIs, but our research suggests that this potential is highly context dependent. We adhere to the
conclusion that GIs can develop the capacity to “nurture an innovation culture based on democracy, openness,
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diversity, practical experimentation, social learning and negotiation” [49]. However, in an institutional
structure that does not share this discourse, it is very difficult for GIs to establish meaningful coalitions
and position their local and small-scale approach vis-à-vis large companies, offshore windparks,
and the lobby and interests of energy giants.
The activities of GIs have been described as instances of governance, in which policy making
becomes more multi-level and multi-actor. Indeed, many of the countries in which GIs are successful
provide (or have provided) such an environment, such as the UK, Denmark and Germany [6,11] that
have active national policies that stimulate GIs. The importance of these instances of institutional fit
becomes apparent if one looks at countries where GIs are less developed, such as southern and eastern
Europe. The difference in numbers of GIs between countries has been explained by socio-economic
characteristics of the institutional environment [12] and the poor connection between the macro
institutional framework and the local, micro-level actor network. This could be characterized as
institutional fit and the findings of this study confirm the importance of this connection, adding that
not only the occurrence of GIs but also (and more so) their relative success depends on their local
and national embedment. Discursive fit can also be emphasized in this context, as the shared belief
in the legitimacy of GIs as actors determines their inclusion in policy making processes. Designing
policies to aid GIs implicitly acknowledges the position of community members as actors rather than
as consumers of energy, which is something that is lacking in the Dutch institutional environment at
the national level. This makes institutionalization very difficult and hinders the potential for GIs to act.
In a “game” of large incumbents and economic considerations, the institutional structure can form
a socio-technical constraint that is insuperable for GIs even though when forming a promising niche.
This constraint has two consequences: it slows down the growth of the movement of GIs, which is
only slowly and with difficulty finding ways to have its political voice heard, and decreases the degree
of innovation of GIs. In a culture in which they are more nurtured and embedded in policy, GIs find a
“protected space” in which they can experiment more freely [50]. Conversely, in a system in which
subsidies are granted for projects with higher outputs and where rules are subject to change, such
as the Dutch system, we see risk averse behavior and activities that can be considered “low hanging
fruits”. Grassroots initiatives are therefore not by definition innovative, something that can also be
seen in the widespread copying of successful practices, from the Frisian wind turbines in the 1990s to
the recent collective purchase activities. Though there have been innovations in the movement, most
of the current GIs form a clear path of development in their activities, and their main innovation is a
shift to the local level and to a multi-actor energy system, which is hindered by the strong influence of
the national level and large incumbents. The modest position of GIs in The Netherlands has created
little opportunities to change their environment in order to create a better fit. More opportunities for
GIs seem to be found at the decentral level, where the fit is larger. The Dutch case studies illustrate the
importance of local embeddedness for success of GIs [18,20,21].
Concerning the conceptual contributions of this paper, we contend that specifying institutional
fit into relational fit, distributive fit, regulatory fit and discursive fit, creates a detailed picture of the
embeddedness of grassroots initiatives. Following recent calls to place institutional analysis at the
core of low-carbon energy transitions [51] (p. 223), we were able to enhance institutional analysis with
these four types of institutional fit. The analysis shows differences in fit, both in time and in level of
governance. The relatively strong fit at the regional and local level is much in line with the findings of
Warbroek and Hoppe [21] for the provinces of Overijssel and Friesland. Indeed, our study shows a
relational fit at the provincial and local level, rather than the national level.
The regulatory and distributive fit of GIs with the energy policy system can be characterized as
GIs following policy changes, instead of GIs provoking regime changes. This is in line with the later
transition literature, which sees regimes as initiators of transformations [52], instead of GIs as loci of
innovations [53].
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5. Conclusions
This research departed from the puzzling seeming asymmetry between the growth of GIs in a
system that provided limited institutional fit, asking two central questions: how did the movement
of GIs in The Netherlands develop, and how and why has this movement become (limitedly)
institutionalized in the Dutch (renewable) energy policy domain? In answer to these questions,
we indeed see the asymmetry in practice: GIs developed largely outside of the political realm,
finding institutional fit at the local level but barely becoming institutionalized at the national level.
The development of the movement of GIs can be characterized in four waves, the first two of which
focused on wind power and the latter two with a broad sustainability agenda and solar PV as main
technology. None of these waves were institutionalized at the national level in the sense that they were
acknowledged as potentially influential and valuable partners with influence in the policy making
process. This lack of institutionalization can be attributed to different reasons. The first two waves
did not seek political influence, as they never had the intention to grow beyond their niche activities.
Moreover, the second wave valued local institutionalization (i.e., access to and a good relationship
with the province) rather than national influence. The third and fourth wave did seek to become part
of mainstream energy policy, but faced a lack of institutional fit. Most importantly, the economic and
large-scale discourse of the national government collided with the environmental and local orientation
of GIs, creating no ground for a meaningful actor coalition. As a result, GIs had little access to the
distribution of (financial) resources and policies were not tailored to their types of activities, and thus
faced poor distributive and regulatory fit. They aligned better with the provincial and municipal
governments, which valued the local emphasis of GIs, but energy policy remains quite centralized
and the lack of fit at the national level has hindered both the development of GIs as a movement
and their innovative potential. Overall, energy policy in The Netherlands remains a game of the
national government, large industrial and market players, and rules and technologies aiming for large
RE projects with the highest profit margins. In this game, there is little place for GIs, which create
activities that do not require a large fit in this national game, but focus on local coalitions, or seek to
professionalize in order to become recognized and secure a position in the system.
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