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Abstract 
 

 This thesis explores the experiences, motivations and the imaginary of people who seek 

to democratize access to energy. Through a survey of the energy democracy movement in 

Europe and North America and a case study of two participatory and democratically oriented 

electricity providers in Central America, this thesis examines the differences and similarities 

between democratizing energy in the Global North and Global South in the context of 

marketization and the global push to transition to renewable energy. 

 The forces of an expanding global energy economy are increasingly influencing the way 

that we can access and consume energy in our lives. Local interactions cannot be understood by 

an isolated analysis without considering the larger structural conditions that implicate them. 

Today, we are witnessing a global push to transition our energy resources from fossil fuels to 

renewables due to the emergency of climate change. For the most part, this transition 

preoccupies itself with changing the technological instruments that source us the energy. Yet few 

changes are targeting transition from growth focused market-based economic models.  

Energy Democracy is one new imaginary that people are rallying around to help realize 

alternatives to drive more equitable and sustainable post-carbon futures. This thesis finds that 

there are unfounded normative assumptions being made about groups organizing around energy 

democracy that is causing scatter in the movement. There is an aggressive strand of energy 

democracy that readily accepts for-profit schemes and risks turning energy democracy into just 

another space for capital accumulation in the energy sector.  

 This thesis presents two important suggestions for reconciling these problems. Firstly, to 

look beyond moving the term itself and prioritize connecting on the basis of the underlying 
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principles that define the term. This will ultimately create more meaningful solidarity in the 

future, and a more grounded and unified movement. Secondly, to increase focus on exploring the 

experiences and motivations of like-minded groups in the Global South who are heavily 

implicated by this global energy transition and, necessarily, by any movement that seeks an 

alternative to it.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

The transition to renewable energy brings with it, on the one hand, a great hope for fostering 

democratic and sustainable political and economic relations in the world, and on the other, an 

incredible opportunity to profit from and exploit a market crisis to further the interests of capital 

accumulation. For the most part, this transition preoccupies itself with changing the 

technological instruments that source energy, but few changes are targeting transition away from 

the marketized growth focused economic model that dominates the social and political relations 

around energy production and consumption that underpins our societies.  

Energy Democracy is a new term that many people have started rallying around in 

response to this. Yet, so far, the movement is euro-centric and scattered with many groups not 

seeing eye-to-eye on important issues such as profit and ownership. This thesis finds that the 

energy democracy movement is broad in the sense that it has moved quite quickly across OECD 

countries in the North, but so far little research has been done around efforts to democratize 

energy in non-OECD countries in the South.  

This gap is important because as my research illustrates there are different types of 

energy democracy. Presently, there is an aggressive strand that embraces the same focus on 

private participation and for-profit initiatives as we see in global energy production in general, 

but does so in a more decentralized way favoring localism. In this imaginary, capitalizing on 

energy market disruptions due to the presence of new and improved smaller scale technology, is 

quickly becoming more important than other ideals such as socialized production. The 

fetishizing of localism and decentralization over more important concerns such as private 

ownership and profit, mask the new decentralized form capital accumulation for private wealth is 
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taking in these energy initiatives. In this scenario, substantial power is not being reclaimed. It 

embraces status-quo marketized energy relations, changing only the scale of operations. 

Moreover, as I illustrate later in the thesis with the Clean Development Mechanism (CMD), 

continued focus on these marketized solutions is perpetuating the exploitation of non-OECD 

countries in the South by OECD countries in the North. It is important that people rallying 

behind energy democracy are aware of these schisms in the movement and understand the 

context of energy and the experience of energy users in the Global South, so that efforts for 

meaningful and positive change do not go unrequited.  

One way to help achieve this balance is by exploring and connecting with like-minded 

groups in the Global South who are also implicated by this global transition and, necessarily, by 

any movement that seeks an alternative to it. This outreach is important for building more 

meaningful solidarity across space and strengthening knowledge and understanding in the 

movement to better target global structural conditions. Moreover, democratizing access to energy 

involves imagining new life styles and ways of producing and consuming that for many will 

entail extensive changes in consumption, personal habits and knowledge-sets that will prove to 

be difficult to realize. Through exploring experiences in the Global South, where energy 

consumption, use and production has not reached the over-consuming heights of the Global 

North, Northern imaginaries can learn from Southern energy projects and embrace achieving de-

growth and thus build more sustainable and fair energy systems.    

Some in the energy democracy movement advocate for a hands-off approach, arguing 

that  “the question to ask is how the energy democracy imaginary can be made relevant to the 

questions and priorities of struggles in the Global South, so that those who deploy the concept 

can cultivate solidarity and so the concept can be rendered more useful for southern struggles, 
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should southern activists decide that they want to explore ways of using or adapting it (“Towards 

Energy Democracy” 2016).”  This is potentially a very damaging approach, in my opinion, 

because it prioritizes the use of a particular term over uniting those acting on what it represents, 

regardless of what they call it – if they call it anything at all. Given existing unequitable power 

relations, insisting on a particular terminology could privilege the experience and motivations of 

initiatives in the Global North – where movements are already seen as stronger and more capable 

than those that are organizing in the Global South. This point is highlighted in Chapter Three 

where a survey of the energy landscape in Central America reveals a very political and engaged 

civil society that is often overlooked by the more popular institutional perspective when it comes 

to the renewable energy transition. We cannot talk about energy democracy, or re-claim power in 

the Global North without implicating the Global South in our ideas and imaginaries for post-

carbon futures. Though initiatives and efforts in other places might not be called energy 

democracy, there are many groups and people that share similar underlying principles that have 

lead them to democratize energy.  

This thesis contributes to the aim of finding common principles by exploring two 

participatory and democratically-oriented renewable energy projects in Central America – a 

region that is changing rapidly due to this global push to transition from fossil fuels. 

Understanding the experience of democratizing energy from as many places and contexts as 

possible is important because it stimulates ideas and reveals possibilities.  

Methodology 

 

The spaces within which energy democracy groups struggle to ‘take back control’ include 

complex scalar, technological, geographical, environmental, political and social relations that are 
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defined and exist in relation to each other and are context dependent. The methods employed in 

this thesis are similarly varied in an attempt to explore this complexity. They include the use of 

secondary literature, including news articles, documents, reports and communications material 

from various groups and initiatives. The tools used to conduct original research included, 

participant observation, site observations and semi-structured in-depth interviews.   

My motivation for conducting this study arose out of my concern for the way in which 

the recent regional integration of the electricity grid in Central America – called Siepac - was 

being developed to tackle low rates of access to electricity and the transition from fossil fuels in 

the region. I was concerned by the top-down, non-participatory nature of decision-making, the 

scale of planned generation projects, and the emphasis the project placed on marketized solutions 

and capital accumulation with little regard for social conditions or the environmental impact in 

the region. This motivated me to start learning about alternative ideas in energy development and 

provision that prioritize equitable and sustainable social relations within economic arrangements.   

I began my research with an extensive literature review of alternative energy ideas, and 

soon became very interested in the energy democracy movement because of its focus on 

participatory democratic processes, renewable energy technologies and collective and public 

ownership. Yet the movement was largely informed by energy struggles and development 

projects in the Global North and the context, motivations and experiences of the Global South 

were understudied. Coupled with my interest in energy development in the Central American 

region, I wanted to explore the experience, context and motivation of democratizing energy in 

this region. I especially wanted to see what similarities and differences there may be between 

democratizing energy in Central America and those experiences in Europe and North America. 



 

5 
 

Furthermore, I wanted to see if and how access to and control over energy was improved for 

citizens and users. 

As I explored the energy democracy movement further I found that the term was being 

operationalized and defined in many different ways, some of which were incompatible. To 

organize my research purpose and conduct my survey of possible sites to visit in the region, I 

chose the definition of energy democracy developed by Kunze and Becker (2014) because it is 

understood to be the earliest known definition and it represents ideals that I would like to see 

more of in energy development projects. Keeping the theoretical criterion of this imaginary in 

mind, and considering logistics, time and my budget, I selected a community project in El, Cua 

Nicaragua and a rural cooperative in Zarcero, Costa Rica, for case study research. 

Research Design and Instruments 

 My research design has been emergent. I used a qualitative method approach because I 

knew I wanted to focus on acquiring a holistic understanding of the complex realities and 

processes impacting democratically controlled energy provision in Central America to find 

different meanings and perceptions of democratically controlled energy (Desai and Potter 2006). 

Moreover, a relational analytical approach informed by Marxist economic theory and a social 

democratic politic underpin the research conducted and the findings in this thesis. Table 1.1 

highlights the questions, purpose and goal of my analysis that underpinned my study design.  
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Table 1.1 Research Questions and Purpose 

Subject of Analysis  

Participatory and democratic decision-making processes in renewable energy development and 

provision in Nicaragua and Costa Rica  

Purpose of Analysis 

To find out this development models value as an alternative energy pathway to achieve a) a 

fair transition from fossil fuels b) improved access to electricity c) to understand how and why 

experiences democratizing energy in these places differs, converges and can contribute to 

existing ideas about democratizing energy in the Global North 

Goal of Analysis  

To contribute to a more inclusive and unifying framework for democratizing energy and help 

foster meaningful solidarity between groups and people democratizing energy  

  

Following this focus for the study, I selected research tools that would best be able to 

help me come to understand these complexities. I decided upon a case study methodology 

because I wanted to find out in detail the particular and unique aspects of the sites in order to see 

how and why they were different in relation to other groups (Guest et al 2013: 14). I created 

semi-structured questionnaires and conducted in-depth interviews based on the principles and 

ideas in the energy democracy imaginary to organize my study. The semi-structured interviews 

addressed participants’ personal experiences with developing and participating in democratic 

decision-making processes to organize renewable energy projects.  

In both case studies, the project association groups, ATDER-BL in Nicaragua and CAR 

in Costa Rica were the main informants for participant selection. Participants included project 

administrators, workers and electricity users. The administrators of the project association groups 

helped me organize interviews among workers and administrators and I used a snow-ball 

sampling approach to find participants from among the community of users (Berg 2011). To 

triangulate data and nuance findings, I also conducted observations by visiting community sites, 
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such as generation facilities, decision-making spaces, and other areas related to the criterion I 

was using to frame my understanding of participatory and democratic energy initiatives (Mayoux 

2006).  

Data Collection 

 My fieldwork was conducted over a three-month period, from September 2016 to 

December 2016. In Nicaragua, using a snow-ball sampling approach, I conducted 11 interviews 

with project coordinators, workers, community members and users collecting audio recordings 

and notes from each interview (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 2011). I also visited the generation 

and decision-making spaces of three distinct user communities and consulted and visited with 

two NGOs affiliated with participatory and democratic energy projects. Given the very remote 

location of the communities in El Cua, Nicaragua, I could not spend as much time in these 

spaces as I had planned. Though I had access to ATDER-BL’s administrative offices in 

Matagalpa throughout my field work, I only had the opportunity to travel to the communities in 

rural El Cua on two separate occasions. I had to conduct all my interviews and observations 

within the community of users within these visits.  

In Costa Rica, the location of the cooperative was centrally located in the small town of 

Zarcero and was more easily accessible. I was allowed to use a small office space in a quite area 

of the cooperative to conduct my interviews over a three-week period. I also conducted 

observations of the site, working conditions and electricity infrastructure in the community over 

this span of time. Using a snow-ball sampling technique, I conducted 12 interviews with general 

managers, customer service representatives, workers, association members and users collecting 

audio recordings and notes from each interview (Knight 2002). However, as the cooperative’s 

energy source is not owned by the cooperative, I did not have the opportunity to visit the national 
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generation sites in person. Yet I familiarized myself with secondary information and virtual tours 

that I could find of the generation sites that the general managers had pointed out as the source of 

the cooperatives electricity. I was also allowed to review the plans and proposal for the solar 

generation plant the cooperative is planning to develop.  

In the interests of confidentiality, and in an effort to promote frank and open-ended 

discussion, the identity of all interviewees is kept anonymous in this thesis. I have therefore only 

identified interviewees by their interview number, their role (e.g. manager, community member), 

the location of the interview, and the date.    

Overview 

This thesis begins by developing a broad overview of the energy democracy imaginary, 

exploring the motivations and theoretical ideas that underpin its emergence in Chapter Two. 

Particular emphasis is placed on exploring the complexities of the imaginary and how definitions 

and motivations within the energy democracy movement differ between groups. I argue that the 

energy democracy movement is scattered, with different groups embracing incompatible ideals. I 

also find that the operationalization of the term has moved away from its original sense, and in 

the majority of cases is being used to represent ideas of post-carbon futures that embrace private 

sector participation, marketized solutions and for-profit development projects on a decentralized 

scale. I argue that this is problematic and illustrates a crisis of clarity in the energy democracy 

imaginary. A relational analytical approach informed by Marxist economic theory and a social 

democratic politic underpin the findings in this thesis. This chapter provides a critical base from 

which to begin the inquiry into the energy context in Central America and the experience and 

motivations behind democratic energy projects in the region to support a comparison.  
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Chapter Three examines the energy context in Central America, focusing particularly on 

recent changes in the sector due to the global push to transition from fossil fuels that have 

materialised in Costa Rica and Nicaragua. Emphasis is placed on exploring economic and 

political policy measures at both the national and regional level and civil society activism 

surrounding these new developments in the energy sector. I find that historically Nicaragua has 

suffered from under-developed national and local energy resources due to dependency on 

international agencies for funding, privatization and foreign-direct investment measures that 

monopolized national resources for private capital accumulation. Moreover, instances of civil 

war, and an unstable democracy also contributed. Yet, in Costa Rica, strong emphasis on public 

ownership and growing national industries, favoritism by the international community, especially 

the United States, and a healthy development of the coffee industry early in the region allowed 

the state to invest in the development of the country’s hydro energy resources.   

In both cases I find that historically, and in relation to the recent global push to transition 

to renewables, activism and the role civil society plays in politics is often over-looked or 

understated in favor of the more popular argument, that claims the renewable energy sector is 

being developed from the top-down in this region. Moreover, the demands made by civil society 

in these two countries point towards: developing national and local resources that support and 

strengthen local economies; strengthening democratic participation and fostering more inclusive 

decision-making spaces for citizens and users to contribute; strengthening environmental 

protections and prioritizing sustainable solutions that work to foster healthy ecosystems and 

ending the construction of mega-scale hydro dams that many feel risk damaging the water supply 

irreparably. This chapter provides an important overview of the context of energy development 
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in Central America that informs the particular experiences of the two initiatives case studied in 

the following chapter.  

Chapter Four presents the results of the field work conducted in Zarcero, Costa Rica, and 

El Cua, Nicaragua. Emphasis is placed on illustrating the similarities and differences in 

imaginary, motivation and experience found between the Northern groups explored in Chapter 

One. The results are organized and presented under each of the sub-themes originally developed 

by Kunze and Becker (2014) in their survey Energy Democracy in Europe: A Survey and 

Outlook. Exploration of these themes in the interviews and observations in the case studied sites 

also resulted in a number of new themes emerging. I highlight these alongside the original 

energy democracy themes. After the results of the case study are presented I expand the 

comparison by highlighting the important lessons and significance for solidarity and energy 

development projects, such as responsible consumption, self-sufficiency and mutual respect that 

can be drawn from initiatives in the Global South in the energy democracy imaginary.  

Chapter Five concludes the thesis by gathering the lessons learned and possibilities 

explored in the thesis in a more compact short-form minifesto inspired by a similar project 

conducted by Giorgios Kallis in his book, In defense of degrowth: opinions and minifestos, that 

highlights important values, motivations and actions as a possible way forward for like-minded 

people and groups that want to explore and contribute to democratizing energy.     
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Chapter 2: What is Energy Democracy? 
 

The concept of energy democracy emerged out of the energy sovereignty and climate 

change movements in Germany that are struggling to democratize the transition from fossil fuels 

to low-carbon alternatives. Ideas in the energy democracy imaginary assemble around demands 

for social justice that prioritize collective ownership, democratic control, universal access and 

equity (Angel 2016c, 2016a; Kunze and Becker 2014). Energy democracy can be differentiated 

from earlier terms associated with energy reforms due to its unique combination of demands. It 

interrogates questions of power surrounding ownership and control, colonialism, class, gender 

and race exploring the highly contested political terrain that is often brushed over by ‘green 

capitalism’ and neoliberal discourses surrounding climate change (Angel 2016b). 

Broadly speaking, most actors that have associated themselves with the term agree with 

the following principles: a decentralization of power and control over energy systems is needed; 

mega-scale corporate energy development schemes are worsening efforts to stabilize climatic 

change and improve energy poverty; and the governance of energy provision needs to be re-

structured to reflect democratic principles and include greater participation from consumers. 

Change is generally imagined as ‘the people taking back control’ (Local Clean Energy Alliance 

2014; Trade Unions for Energy Democracy 2017; Chavez 2015; Center for Social Inclusion 

2013).   

In recent years, the energy democracy movement has moved beyond Germany and has 

been taken up by groups in other European countries, North America, Australia and Japan, but it 

has thus far had little usage in places in the Global South, such as Latin America, where ideas of 

“energy sovereignty” shaped by experiences with colonialism, racism, dependency and 
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inequitable power relations - are more prevalent (“Towards Energy Democracy” 2016; Folch 

2015; Fitz-Henry 2015; Ecologistas en Acción 2014).  

In a survey, I conducted of 28 separate groups organizing under the energy democracy 

banner, I found that the energy democracy movement is scattered in its mandates and criteria. I 

differentiate these ideas to create categories of different types of energy democracy to highlight 

the variation in the use of the term. My typology illustrates that energy democracy has mutated 

into different forms or distinct areas of social, political and economic possibility for post-carbon 

futures. This means that some energy democracy groups are now incompatible with each other, 

though there remain similarities. They have, for example, developed problematic positions 

surrounding democracy, profit, harm, localism and the environment (to name a few areas that are 

questioned below). I also find that the operationalization of the term has moved away from the 

original sense and in the majority of cases, is being used to represent ideas of post-carbon futures 

that embrace private sector participation, marketized solutions and for-profit development 

projects on a decentralized scale. I argue that this is problematic and illustrates a crisis of clarity 

in the energy democracy imaginary. Differentiating these types of energy democracy contributes 

to reducing conceptual vagueness, structuring discussions around the scope, meaning, and impact 

of different efforts to democratize energy development.   

The chapter begins by introducing the overarching context of energy democracy claims. 

Then, the working definition of energy democracy developed by Kunze and Becker (2014) used 

for this thesis is presented and interrogated against the back drop of competing imaginaries found 

in the survey. A typology of these different strands is then presented. The chapter concludes by 

highlighting the problems associated with such differentiation in the movement and 

problematizing the lack of inclusion of Global South experience in research and organizing 
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around democratizing energy. The chapter provides a critical base from which to begin the 

inquiry into the energy context in Central America and the experience and motivations behind 

democratic energy projects in the Global South to support a comparison. 

The Energy Problem  

 

Everything is energy. Since the turn of the nineteenth century, when the Newtonian 

understanding of the material nature of matter was dropped, the realization that matter is nothing 

but an illusion replaced it. Atoms are not interconnected particles of matter, but vortices of 

energy that are constantly spinning and vibrating unique living signatures (Bohr 1922). In this 

way, energy as it is understood in the energy democracy movement is idealized. Energy is 

understood as an instrument of our subsistence and the material that fuels the production of our 

modern societies. It acts in different ways as a product, means of production and instrument to 

realise the objects of our labours in accordance with our purposes (Marx 1976: 285). This 

idealization of energy as material –although strictly false – facilitates hypothesizing of pressing 

and concrete problems in our current realities where social structures such as mega-scale 

production and private ownership have intertwined with this natural phenomenon. Idealizing 

energy leads to a more easily and rapidly understood theoretical framework of a highly 

intangible thing. Moreover, it serves a defense against capitalist structures that seek to capitalize 

on transformed forms of energy for surplus value creation and capital accumulation. Energy 

democracy advocates for more equitable, decentralized and democratic access to the production 

and consumption of forms of energy used to power our livelihoods. Most recently, a growing 

motivation behind the movement is the emergency created by climatic changes directly related to 

the world’s dependence on fossil fuels.   
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The social relations created under the conditions of capitalism have been formed in part 

by what and how human beings have provided for their livelihoods under the neoliberal system 

of capitalism (Harvey 2005) and the liberal capitalist system that came before it (Marx 1976, 

1:286) in a collective human effort to progress and make life more than just a bare existence 

(Agamben 1998). Energy, like all the other elements became the source of human progress and 

metaphorically speaking, is the integral natural element and raw material that underpins the 

economies we have created. Whether building shelter, growing and preparing food, or 

entertaining ourselves, producing and consuming energy in some form is what allows us to do 

these things.  

Fossil fuels have underpinned the growth of modern Western societies since 

industrialization began in the 18th century (Morris 2010; M. T. Huber 2009) and now account for 

over four-fifths of the world’s current energy provision. In this way, energy is much more than 

just a commodity. As Schumacher points out, “… there is no substitute for energy. The whole 

edifice of modern society is built upon it ... it is the precondition of all commodities, a basic 

factor equal with air, water, and earth (Schumacher 1973).” Energy underpins and structures the 

social, political and spatial organization of our societies. Where and how it is produced, 

distributed and consumed has formed distinct dominant power relations.  

For example, in the 18th and 19th century, electric power systems were mostly localised 

and small, with a handful of private providers that were later municipalized in many cases and 

followed a model of producing energy to be consumed in the region it was produced (Leopold 

and McDonald 2012). As the value of energy, especially in the form of electricity became more 

important for industry and life in our societies, production and provision became organized on a 

much larger scale –first with the creation of state-owned monopolies for most of the 20th century 
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and then with the unbundling and sale of these monopolies to multinational corporations from 

the 1990’s onward (Hess 2011). Thus, social, political and economic relations changed as a 

greater division of interests from fewer sources of power in industry and elite political groups 

came to monopolize energy extraction, production and use. Today, the social, political and 

economic relations surrounding energy move within a massive globalized capitalist energy 

ecosystem that depends on fossil fuels (Urry 2014; Kinder 2016; M. Huber 2015; Morris 2010) 

but is slowly trying to tip the scales to transition to renewable energy sources due to concerns 

over climatic changes linked to high levels of CO2 emissions in the earth’s atmosphere. This 

transition is already changing and will continue to change the social, political and economic 

relations present in these global energy spaces (Urry 2014; Sweeney 2014).  

Renewable energy, such as the kinetic energy that is the wind, is an interesting economic 

good because it is what Marx would describe as a ‘free good’ because it is a product of natural 

elements like wind, water, and sunshine where no social labour has been spent on its production 

in its ‘pure form’. It has no exchange value  until it undergoes a series of transformations that 

harness it for human use and turn it into renewable power (Marx 1976, 1:44; Vanderburg 2008). 

The only way that it can get a price is through the social institution of private property where, 

like what happened with land and real estate, a fence goes up around the terrain that people want 

to settle on, it is given a price and it is sold for a profit.  

Unlike fossil fuels that take complicated technologies to extract, process and refine for 

human consumption, renewable energy in its pure form is accessible to everyone as potential 

energy that, if harnessed, could be turned into electricity and other forms of energy for human 

consumption. As small-scale production and storage technologies continue to progress in this 

vein, producing and consuming your own energy and self-subsisting is quickly becoming a 
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viable option for millions of people. The paradoxical reality that energy capitalists face is that 

you physically cannot fence the wind, block the sun, or collect all the rain to price it; for the most 

part it is non-excludable (Holcombe 1997).   

The first step to realise the potential for growth in the renewable energy sector under the 

capitalist system lies in getting control – either privately or publicly – over the instruments and 

means of production, and commodifying the harnessed product, such as electricity. For example, 

the microFIT, FIT and Consumer Choice legislation that has sprung up around the world are 

examples of attempts to govern and regulate these non-excludable renewable energy commons, 

such as the wind and the sun (Fast 2013; Mcarthur 2016). This legislation is trying as quickly as 

it can to set and regulate boundaries of access to the instruments and means to harness these pure 

forms of energy. How these boundaries of access are being composed is a major concern in the 

energy democracy movement.  

Thus, there is an inherent tension between market-led reforms and non-market reforms 

that lies at the heart of the energy democracy debate. Yet, this tension isn’t a simple one. It 

presently exists within the complex web of the global energy ecosystem, which means that the 

spaces within which energy democracy groups struggle to ‘take back control’ include 

questioning and organizing in complex scalar, technological, geographical, environmental, 

political, and social relationships that are in a perpetual state of change and reconfiguration and 

are very context dependent (Swyngedouw 2004).  For example, the community that gets together 

to create a cooperative to sell electricity to their municipality, or the family that opts to put solar 

panels on their property to offset rising utility bills, join the rank of actors in this complex web. 

Energy democracy groups want to radically upset these power relations that have framed our 

energy systems for centuries and they see the transition to renewables as an opportunity to 



 

17 
 

decentralize control and power over our energy systems to fuel a new era of social relations. At 

this point it is worth looking at the context within which the movement began before looking at 

how it has mutated into other forms.   

The Start of a Movement: Energy Democracy in Berlin   

 

Much of the early momentum for the concept of energy democracy was fostered among 

people participating in the first two Lausitz Climate and Energy Camps in 2011 and 2012 that 

took place in a coal mining town north east of Berlin (Lausitz Camp 2012). These camps brought 

like-minded people together who wanted to change status-quo policy strategies pertaining to the 

energy transition and climate change. With energy democracy, they hoped to scale up movement 

around the concept to provide a strategy to address changing governance structures in Germany 

that are a result of the global transition to renewable energy. Angel (2016) has linked some of the 

activist groups - such as the Interventionist Left, Die Linke, and the Rosa Luxemburg Foundation 

- to Gramscian and neo-Gramscian ideas, although he notes that these ideas did not explicitly 

underpin every group’s participation in the movement (Angel 2016a, 11). In particular he is 

referring to Gramsci’s ideas of ‘wars of positioning’ having influenced these organizations, 

where scaling up movement around a concept through the rapid mobilization of people around 

the idea builds a position of strength within civil society that can then pressure governing 

institutions, with the goal of occupying the municipal energy supplier to finally launch a war of 

positioning (Jessop 2010; Thomas 2009).  

Energy democracy gained an international following in 2012 during the widely 

publicised Energietisch referendum in Berlin, where citizens mobilized to draft and vote on the 

creation of a new municipally-owned energy supplier for the city. It was a campaign supported 

by over 56 groups of varying backgrounds and ideologies. As described by Angel (2016), the 
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Energietisch attempted a “radical transformation” of the city’s energy system by proposing the 

following demands: (1) the creation of a new publicly owned municipal utility company that 

would commit to tackling energy poverty, (2) a commitment to making energy more affordable 

and (3) prioritizing the re-investment of revenues in energy efficiency measures.  

The new municipal utility would also make a bid for ownership of the transmission 

network in Berlin as part of its mandate. This case was going to be the exemplary model for all 

others to come after, only it did not quite make it off the ground. In November 2013, 600,000 

people voted to challenge the privately owned municipal energy supplier owned by the Swedish 

public utility Vattenfall. Unfortunately, the referendum failed to reach the necessary voter 

quorum stipulated under the city’s citizens’ initiative framework by just 21,000 votes due to a 

strategic play by the government to move the date to cast ballots for the referendum away from 

the general election. This set off a string of broader discussions about power, capitalism, and 

democracy both in Germany and internationally, as other places witnessing the events were also 

organizing around similar ideas and facing similar set-backs (Chavez 2015).  

In Berlin, many people became conscious of the fact that they have been losing more and 

more control over their energy provision as time went on under the neoliberal capitalist system. 

The state apparatus and public ethos that only a decade earlier had organized their provision was 

being eroded and converted to facilitate favourable conditions for profitable capital accumulation 

of private wealth. In the process, the public interest was sidelined and the interest of private 

property, multinational corporations and financial capital replaced it (Haas and Sander 2016; 

Moss, Becker, and Naumann 2015; Angel 2016c). Ever since the wave of privatizations in the 

1990’s, the private ownership of previously public companies operating on a for-profit basis took 

away the public rights to influence decision-making that people had gained under the social 
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contract of their democracies (Starr 1998). Ideas of individualism and the spread of business 

managers and tech experts supporting elite interest came to dictate decision-making (Cumbers et 

al 2013; Platform 2015).  

In Berlin, the municipal energy supplier was partially privatized in 1998 with a majority 

of shares sold to Vettanfall. The reality of public and private spaces gets even messier in this 

case because Vettanfall was not just another private multinational but a publicly owned utility 

from Sweden. This further highlights the complexities surrounding neoliberal states and the 

ownership and control citizens can have over their energy utilities even in public settings (Moss 

et al 2015). These corporatized public companies in a lot of cases behave just like private 

companies which makes analysing forms of public ownership and control imperative for those 

demanding a reversal of privatisation to democratize energy because just going public carries no 

guarantees of achieving sustainable, and non-market-oriented public solutions (McDonald 2016). 

Within the energy democracy movement, these realities brought into contestation previously 

accepted ideas and forms of statehood and has led to a series of interventions analysing new 

forms of ownership. Various forms include cooperatives (Huybrechts and Mertens 2014), 

community ownership (Strachan et al. 2015), commons (Nonini 2006) and re-municipalization 

(Pigeon et al. 2012). The promise that privatization would bring about lower rates and more 

efficient service never materialised, and as for-profit based approaches became more 

commonplace in this sector, energy production and provision became less socially responsible 

and more centralized. People lost their autonomy to influence important decisions about their 

energy utility (Becker et al 2015; Angel 2016a). The political maneuvering around the dates for 

casting ballots to circumvent citizen interests in favour of those of the corporate utility clearly 

emphasizes this reality.  
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These experiences and motivations appear even more significant as they are 

accumulating in a place and at a time when Germany is internationally recognized for its 

‘progressive’ energy policy strategy (Jungjohann and Morris 2014; Klein 2014; T. L. Friedman 

2015; Hake et al. 2015). In terms of technology, Germany has had one of the most aggressive 

renewable energy development policies in Europe since the 1990’s. Coming off the heels of the 

nuclear accident in Chernobyl, Germany sought to eradicate nuclear energy from its energy 

matrix and increase support for renewable energy (Lovinfosse 2008; Haas and Sander 2016). 

Through a serious of publicly funded subsidies, investment grants and a feed-in tariff system for 

wind and solar generation developers, the government successfully stimulated the development 

of the sector long before many other European countries. Favourable tariffs over long fixed 

concessionary periods were common place for wind and solar producers to level the playing field 

for renewable power with cheap conventional power options such as coal (Lovinfosse 2008). 

Today, renewable sources now represent 15 per cent of the current energy matrix in Germany 

and the country is one of the biggest electricity exporting nations in the EU (Federal Ministry for 

Economic Affairs and Energy 2015). From a technocratic perspective, this is progress. However, 

those supporting the energy democracy movement argue that this perspective does not explore 

other important social and political factors that have been sidelined in the wake of the 

‘emergency’ of climate change and the rush to transition to new technologies (Haas and Sander 

2016; Moss, Becker, and Naumann 2015).  

Energy democracy’s global approach to considering the energy ecosystem stems in part 

from the experiences of democratizing energy on the ground, and being bombarded with a 

complex web of inter-related elements needing to be overcome to regain control. In this case, the 

German energiewende (energy transition) is both a local and global phenomenon that is heavily 
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tied up in the international energy market. Beyond Germany, world energy markets dictate the 

response of those in power, and the fate of the powerless. For example, explaining the recent 

coal resurgence in Germany amidst heavy focus on renewables, Jungjohann and Morris’ (2014) 

analysis highlights that Germany’s renewable energy ambitions are tied up in more than just 

benevolent concern for the environment and a fear of nuclear proliferation. As a neoliberal state 

working to facilitate profitable capital accumulation Germany is in a unique position to dominate 

the market because it has a much lower wholesale price for renewable electricity than most 

countries in Europe. This has led to an increased focus on developing an energy surplus to 

increase electricity exports to countries like France and the Netherlands. Developing energy has 

become less about sufficient supply and more about the targeted energy surplus that renewable 

technologies are not likely able to obtain on their own without the adoption of significant storage 

capacity.  

This has led to the development of ‘outlier’ generation projects like new coal plants 

amidst the renewable energy transition in Germany. Moreover, when you consider the fact that 

75 per cent of the ‘base load’, or conventional electricity generation capacity, is owned by 

Germany’s four biggest power firms, RWE, EON, Vattenfall, and ENBW – whom did not 

diversify energy investments and invest in renewables during the 1980’s and 1990’s because of 

the losses they would have suffered in their conventional fuel assets – it illustrates the real hold 

private capital has over this transition. In the 1980’s and 1990’s, the moderate profit margins of 

renewables from feed-in tariffs deterred investment, and hurt the productivity and value of their 

conventional power plants. Even today, some analysts argue that the full transfer to renewable 

generation technologies actually will not occur until renewable power plants surpass 
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conventional power plants in both productivity and profitability – it is not about care for the 

environment, it is about making money (Jungjohann and Morris 2014; Hake et al. 2015).  

Many activists are aware of this reality and this drives them to pressure their governments 

to intervene, but their struggles are often defeated in the face of massive private interest in 

capital accumulation. For example, in 2007 the German government signed a contract with 

Vattenfall to operate a new hard coal plant, called Datteln IV, just outside of Hamburg (Meier 

2014). In response, 12,000 citizens petitioned the government to review the plans and demanded 

stricter environmental regulation. By 2009, a state court put a stop to the construction of Datteln 

IV, when it was about 90 per cent complete due to the pressure from local citizens who 

succeeded in stalling the project for almost four years. Yet, in January 2017 the German 

Muenster District court finally granted an emission control permit to Uniper SE, a newly created 

subsidiary of E.ON that carries its fossil fuel assets, to operate the plant, effectively putting an 

end to the legal battle with environmental groups (Thomson Reuters 2017).  

Most of this increased electricity production gets exported out of the country (Jungjohann 

and Morris 2014). Germany recently reached a record high electricity export surplus of 

approximately 50 terawatt hours. In an effort to protect the financial wealth of the electricity 

export sector, keep the wholesale price of exports low and increase the export surplus, this 

creates a better and more powerful trading position for Germany in the EU. Neither the 

discontent of the citizens nor the pressing realities of climatic changes could win over the judge 

in the German Muenster District court who granted Uniper SE the emission control permit 

because there was too much money and power at stake.  

The interconnected reality of local spaces in global energy power relations are why 

energy democracy advocates seek to decentralize and reclaim power from corporate companies 
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and governments. Yet, in recent years the movement has expanded beyond Germany and the 

Lausitz Climate Camps and has been taken up and made useful for other groups around the 

world who share similar discontents and experiences. Yet, they do not all have the same idea of 

what constitutes upsetting those relations and what should replace them. 

An Organizing Typology for Energy Democracy  

 

While the vagueness of the term energy democracy allows for flexible applications and 

facilitates experimentation with different models of development, this heterogeneity also raises 

questions about the meaning and usefulness of the term. The fusion of many different groups and 

projects under the term energy democracy means that normative assumptions about 

democratizing energy are being applied to a broad range of approaches, ideas, and imaginaries 

without adequately questioning their different meanings and significance for new social and 

economic relations in a post-carbon world.  

This section of the chapter builds on other attempts to understand the varied nature of 

energy democracy (Angel 2016a; Kunze and Becker 2014; Chavez 2015). My aim in 

constructing a typology is to help identify the important sources and patterns of commonality and 

variation between different definitions and bring the concept into sharper focus (Given 2008; van 

Veelen 2017).  

Constructing typologies as a way of coming to understand and organize complex social 

phenomena has been an organizing technique since Max Weber’s ‘ideal types’. Weber created 

ideal cases/conditions of phenomena and measured them against empirical entities with fixed 

positions to see how close the empirical example came to the ideal. This would lead to the 

creation of manageable categories so that we could understand: “to what extent for example, the 
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economic structure of a city is to be classified as a city economy” (Weber, 1949, p. 90.). 

Typologies are ultimately organized by a framework that is informed by the researcher’s 

theoretical knowledge, ideological leanings, motivations and desires for the research.  

Typologies have evolved since then based on criticism directed at the impact Weber’s 

‘ideal type’ methodology had in the social sciences and later on popular conceptions of social 

phenomenon. Martindale (1959) made the argument that it was absurd to compare actual 

individuals with ideal typical individuals to see how they deviate from them. He called the 

methodological technique ‘intellectual acrobatics’ and accused typologies of prioritizing the 

pursuit of ‘perfection’ thus burdening ‘real’ individuals with the pursuit of unobtainable or 

utopian ideals. Although others have made convincing arguments in defence of Weber and later 

scholars who follow him (Bailey 1994; Collier 2008; Collier, LaPorte, and Seawright 2012; 

Kluge 2000), Martindale’s argument touches upon an important point where typologies have 

been misused in the past and the reality that they can be used inappropriately depending on the 

subject of the investigation they are being built for, such as human subjects. Researchers need to 

be aware that the categories they build may be operationalized in public life and can impact 

social life and ideas, affecting real people, because theory not only forms the instruments of 

empirical social research, it also informs the social world we live in (Hans Joas and Knoble 

2009).  

Typologies also run the risk of overlooking diversity within groups or movements 

because of the simplified and more manageable categories that are produced by them (Blalock 

1982; Dobson 1996). This is a limitation that is present here. It is understood that this typology 

cannot assemble energy democracy in its totality, and this is not the intention. My typology 

endeavors to make sense of the movement surrounding this concept and illustrate how various 
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approaches differ and converge. Following Kluge (2000) I have created “empirically grounded 

types”, or a rough grouping that can aid understanding and provide a means to compare data 

across different motivations, group visions and locations of movement (van Veelen 2017) 

surrounding energy democracy. It will also be useful for providing inspiration to groups to think 

about what they want and what future possibilities can look like. 

This typology is based on an understanding of energy democracy as a struggle to 

transition to different imagined sets of power and social relations that can be fostered to improve 

our chances of slowing climatic change, give a greater number of people control and create a 

more sustainable world that human beings can continue to thrive in. It is understood here that the 

heterogeneity of these groups and movements are extremely complex, and a worthwhile way of 

trying to crack the surface is coming to understand the motivations and normative assumptions 

underpinning organization to induce meaning from the experience and practise of these groups 

into the categories and types. Collaborative and collective contributions to this end would 

inevitably foster more meaningful solidarity between groups and improve strategy for realizing 

visions of energy democracy and understanding the impact and implication for other places in 

the world.  

 My survey includes a review of institutes, groups, and organizations that explicitly use 

the term ‘energy democracy’ to represent their own struggles. Data was collected through a 

mapping exercise of material including group websites, publications, mandate and purpose 

statements, energy democracy definitions, and realized or endorsed case studies of energy 

projects. A total of 37 groups explicitly using the term were identified, located in Europe, North 

America, Japan and Australia. The results of this data should be accepted and read with caution, 
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however. Groups that were surveyed were only those that explicitly took up the term and which 

have a web presence in English, French and Spanish.   

The boundaries for the typology were drawn to discover the different group motivations 

and visions of social and economic relations for energy democracy. This striation produces 

categories that leave other aspects of energy democracy experience out, but an effort has been 

made to include as many variables as possible to discover as much about energy democracy 

within the boundaries of this typology as possible. Hopefully this will also act as a prompt for 

others to move beyond the definitional stage of this concept and organize research around other 

areas of energy democracy that may be missing from this initial attempt to ascertain different 

types.  

Categories were determined based on the organizing principle by which social and 

economic relationships under energy democracy were imagined. Categories have been labelled 

using the language that emerged from the various groups and I have endeavored to make them 

mutually exclusive, although there is some overlap and types are never entirely mutually 

exclusive. Table 2.1 shows the different variables used to create the different types of energy 

democracy.  

Table 2.1 Variables Considered in the Construction of the Typologies 

Type of Feature Variable 

Feature related to motivation Purpose of the group 

Geographical location 

Characteristics of the group 

Feature related to imagined socio-economic 

relations 

Ideological views 

Ownership  

Technology 

Scalar visions 

Relationship of energy generation and 

consumption 
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Based on the variables listed in Table 2.1, I have identified four broad categories of 

energy democracy that reflect and speak to the imagined social, political and economic relations 

of various groups: prosumer developers, ethical communities, socialized production and 

sovereign development. Table 2.2 highlights the number of groups categorized under each 

category and the frequency with which they appeared in relation to the other categories that came 

out of the survey. The analytical character of these categories is explained in detail below, and a 

schematic overview of the typology is presented in Table 2.3. 

Table 2.2 Types of energy democracy 

 Prosumer 

Developers  

Ethical 

Communities  

Socialized 

Production 

Sovereign 

Development  

#  18 4 11 4 

% 48.6 10.8 29.7 10.8 

 

Prosumer Developers: 

 This category represents groups that imagine decentralizing the wealth of for-profit 

market-oriented initiatives to local spaces and communities. Most ideas in this category follow a 

Keynesian line of reasoning where governments intervene in the market to legislate new policies 

and create new regulations that re-distribute the direction of profit to a wider receiving base in 

the interest of local communities (Palley 2005). Legal ownership is not considered as important 

as long as community members have a sense of ownership (Pollitt and Oseni 2014), which can 

be fostered through creating greater control over decision-making, choice, and more avenues to 

participate for the community. Technologies that generate energy are not restricted to renewables 

but also include low-carbon alternatives such as clean coal, and are imagined to be generated by 

communities in their communities for their communities. Grid integration is an important aim 
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with these kinds of projects so that communities can create surplus value and generate wealth. 

An example of a group that subscribes to this kind of an imaginary is the Local Clean Energy 

Alliance who advocates for Community Choice policy in the United States (Local Clean Energy 

Alliance 2014).  

Ethical Communities: 

 This category represents groups that imagine transition and the development of clean 

energy alternatives for ethical and moral reasons such as social justice, mutual respect/aid for 

people and the environment. Most ideas in this category seem to follow strands and or a blend of  

utopian socialism (Thoreau 2017; Bellamy 2000) where making changes in the energy system 

will require people to re-think consumption and production by integrating moral ideas (Davis 

and O’Hagan 2010) and ideas of ecological socialism (Foster 2000). Here the state of the global 

capitalist economy is understood from an ecological perspective of the environment and stresses 

a sustainable, socialist alternative as imperative. Social and economic relations rest upon 

adherence to these ethical maxims to form fair and sharing spaces in which to produce and 

consume energy for the purpose of sustaining livelihoods that will work in tandem with the 

ecosystem (people as part of the environment) and not against it. It was either explicit or implicit 

that profit constitutes an unethical pursuit and that energy should be produced for subsistence 

only. Smaller-scale community operations are necessary to form these strong virtues and 

democratic processes based on consensus, are considered to be a form of antidote to the ills of 

globalization. An example of a group that subscribes to this kind of imaginary is the Institute for 

Community Solutions (Community Solutions 2015).     
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Socialized Production:  

 This category represents groups that imagine social and economic relations as not-for-

profit. The means of energy production are socialized, and controlled and shared by the people 

that use them. Reversing privatization and reclaiming spaces to reassert public control and the 

creation of surplus value in the public’s interest is of paramount concern and thus ownership 

forms are a very important factor for these groups. Imagined arrangements generally endorse 

community ownership, commons or municipalization as preferred forms for achieving this. Most 

ideas in this category stem from socialist ideas of society and the economy where socialized 

production means that energy will be publicly owned and will ideally by produced in the 

community it is being consumed. Energy is not a commodity, and the creation of surplus-value 

for profit is not an end. Instead the production of and aim of surplus value creation should benefit 

and be in the public’s interest (Harvey 1981; Marx 1976). Energy is produced as a means for 

living and not for making money. Without the pursuit of profit, societies ultimately produce 

more sustainable livelihoods that protect the environment. An example of a group that subscribes 

to this kind of imaginary is the Trade Unions for Energy Democracy (Trade Unions for Energy 

Democracy 2017).  

Sovereign Development: 

 This category represents groups that imagine social and economic relations as being 

controlled and dictated from a bottom-up as opposed to a top-down approach. It prioritizes this 

control and power as a right of individuals and communities to make decisions about their 

energy based on their circumstances. Energy is produced for subsistence and not for profit, and is 

controlled and owned by those who use and consume it. These groups tend to explicitly frame 

their arguments around the emergency of climate change and the need for global structural 
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change that will include historically excluded groups and prioritizes re-claiming power for 

excluded and marginalized people’s and groups. Aside from the rights-based language prevalent 

amongst these groups that seems to indicate a strong connection with liberal political tenets, 

many did not seem to follow a clear economic ideological guiding line. This is likely because the 

idea of sovereignty and self-determination is the main motivation here. This means that either 

market-oriented or non-market solutions are acceptable in this imaginary, as long as energy 

sovereignty is achieved directly by and for those historically exploited and marginalized groups. 

Having said that, a blend of ideas of ecology wherein the environment is not understood as an 

external realm outside human life but both are implicated as inter-related and intimately tied and 

dependent on each other seemed to be important to these groups. An example of a group that 

subscribes to this kind of imaginary is the Centro Documentazione Conflitti Ambientali with 

their project 3Energy Democracy organized in Italy (Centro Documentazione Conflitti 

Ambientali 2017). 
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Table 2.3 Schematic Overview of the Typology  

Types of 

Feature 

Variable Prosumer 

Developers 

Ethical 

Communities 

Socialized 

Production 

Sovereign 

Development 

Feature 

related to 

motivation 

Purpose Combat climate 

change, Create 

decentralized 

renewable 

micro-markets  

Combat climate 

change, Ethical 

principles for 

production and 

consumption of 

energy  

Combat climate 

change, 

decentralize 

ownership and 

control                            

Combat climate 

change, 

prioritize 

marginalized,            

right to self-

determination 

Location Europe, North 

America, 

Australia, Japan 

Europe, North 

America 

Europe, North 

America 

Europe, North 

America 

Feature 

related to 

imagined 

social and 

economic 

relations 

Market or 

non-market 

oriented 

features 

For-profit, 

decentralized 

control, grid 

integration, 

consumer 

choice, pro-

growth, lower 

consumption 

Not-for-profit, 

community 

control, small 

scale, ethical 

determinant for 

sharing (ex. 

mutual respect, 

social justice 

etc.),  

Not-for-profit, 

public and or 

micro-private 

control, lower 

consumption 

Not-for-profit or 

for-profit, 

ownership by 

marginalized 

lower 

consumption 

Ideological 

tendency 

Keynesian / 

Neoliberal 

Ecological and 

Utopian 

Socialist 

Socialist  Varied  

 

Ownership  Public or micro-

private 

ownership 

Community, 

commons, 

public 

Public, 

cooperative, 

community 

Public or private 

ownership 

Technology Renewable and 

or low carbon  

Renewable, 

non-pollutant, 

ecologically safe 

Renewable, 

non-pollutant, 

ecologically safe 

Renewable, 

non-pollutant, 

ecologically safe 

Scalar 

visions 

Grid integrated 

small-scale, 

local 

Small-scale, 

local 

Local, 

municipal, city, 

national  

Local, 

municipal, 

national 

Generation 

and 

consumer 

Producer-

consumers 

Producer-

consumers 

Producer-

consumers 

Producer-

consumers 

 

These different types raise questions about the heterogeneity and meaning of the concept. 

In the following section, I illustrate how the reality that the movement of the concept has 

produced so many different imaginaries necessarily creates problematic differences, and 

highlights problematic areas where assumptions are being made that need to be questioned 
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further.  Using the original definition of the concept developed by Kunze and Becker (2014), I 

analyse the imaginaries of these different types against it. The analysis reveals how contested 

ideas of re-claimed power are between the groups in the movement. Moreover, it highlights that 

energy democracy has become a western euro-centric agenda, owing in part to the places and 

countries where the concept has taken hold and the way ideas of energy, the natural environment 

and democracy have been defined. Most strikingly, many groups make energy democracy 

compatible with a decentralized or nodal version of capitalist consumption of energy focusing on 

more evenly distributing profitable gains to what are being called ‘prosumers’ – consumers that 

consume and produce their own energy at various scales (Seba 2014).    

A Scattered Movement: Problematizing the Imaginary   

 

Different groups have different expectations and ideas about what energy democracy 

should look like. Understanding the diverse expectations, ideas and goals helps to broaden our 

understanding of these practices and how they interact, operate and exist within broader social 

phenomenon, such as the transition to renewable energy and the overarching capitalist system. 

This way we can come to understand the context, causes, circumstances and characteristics that 

shape the commonalities and variations of each imaginary. Though Kunze and Becker have 

written elsewhere on the topic of participatory and democratic energy projects, I chose the 

definition of energy democracy that they included in their article, Energy Democracy in Europe: 

A Survey and Outlook because it is the most clearly defined academic attempt in one place. The 

definition reads: 

“Energy democracy means that everybody is ensured access to sufficient energy. Energy 

production must thereby neither pollute the environment nor harm people. More 

concretely, this means that fossil fuel resources must be left in the ground, the means of 

production need to be socialised and democratised, and that we must rethink our overall 

attitude towards energy consumption (Kunze and Becker 2014, 8).”   
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This definition illustrates seven key themes that Energy Democracy prioritizes: (1) 

democratization (2) participation (3) collective property ownership (4) sufficient access to 

energy (5) surplus-value production (6) employment and (7) ecological safety. Democratization 

refers to the process by which people gain more control over decision-making around energy 

production and provision. Participation refers to the greater inclusion of the people who are 

directly effected by an energy project. Collective property ownership means that energy 

production, distribution and consumption should be regulated and owned in a collective, political 

and public form. The idea of collective property directly connects to the importance of socialised 

and democratised production which advocates not-for-profit solutions administered in the best 

interest of people and the environment. Sufficient access and the principle of sufficiency is a 

way in which energy democracy seeks to break from the capitalist system’s endless growth cycle 

because it is understood that this will eventually destroy the basis for human life on earth. It 

advocates for an era of post-growth where people are more self-sufficient, and they work to 

lower levels of consumption and waste. Energy is used and consumed based on the goal of 

providing people with sufficient access to energy and is hoped to not only reduce consumption 

but also end energy and fuel poverty. Surplus value production is understood here as the task 

of generating added value in local energy economies. It is the act of employing for example, 

community savings, with the aim of increasing it and thus generating both constant capital (in the 

form of a collectively or publicly owned wind turbine, solar panel or other property assets) and 

variable capital (such as the profit gained from selling the electricity the wind turbine produces, 

which is then the creation of relative surplus value). The retention of these assets and capital in 

the community then lead to additional benefits such as re-investment, additional related projects 

or potentially the subsidization of other services. Employment refers to creating sustainable 
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opportunities for local community members that improve their livelihoods. Ecological safety 

refers to the need to prioritise people and the planet over capital accumulation by moving away 

from our dependency on fossil fuels and the idea that the earth is an infinite tool and object for 

human consumption and use.   

 Through analysing the various aspects of this definition, it becomes clear how some 

conflicting ideas arose as the term began to operate in different spaces because there is a lack of 

clarity in this original term. I have problematized three of the seven key themes here to 

demonstrate my point. Those that I problematize here include the focus on democratizing the 

means of production that in some cases include for-profit endeavors, the idea of sufficient access 

and ecological safety and the vagueness of non-polluting and non-harm. After problematizing a 

few of the themes, I illustrate how the term has become Western and Eurocentric in relation to 

struggles and realities in the Global South. 

Democratization 

Democratizing energy systems was another substantive point common to all groups and 

the most ideologically varied idea in the imaginary. In some cases, democratization was equated 

with decentralizing the means of production and the distribution method while in other cases, 

democratizing the means of production meant removing the profit motive from the energy 

problematic and making participation in the sector more inclusive. For example, the Center for 

Social Inclusion represents the former point where they state that:  

“community-scale projects have additional benefits. They invest in the 

political economy of an area, creating more jobs than large-scale energy projects 

do, keeping wealth in the community and creating opportunities for residents to 

be owners and decision-makers. At the Center for Social Inclusion (CSI), we 

call this energy democracy. Energy democracy means that community residents 



 

35 
 

are innovators, planners, and decision-makers on how to use and create energy 

that is local and renewable (Center for Social Inclusion 2013, 2).”   

Democratizing energy means decentralizing the market to include groups that have been 

previously excluded from benefiting from the wealth generated by the energy market. Local 

ownership and production is key in this imaginary to firmly cement improved access for 

excluded groups and create new private spaces in the market by which they can participate.  

Similarly, the idea advocated for by Enercoop/Rescoop in the European Union states that:  

“Europe’s energy market is undergoing a fundamental transition from a 

system based on fossil fuels and nuclear power towards one based entirely on 

renewable energy. It is also transforming from a centralised market dominated 

by large utilities to a decentralised market with millions of active energy citizens 

or “prosumers”. Without prosumers, the energy transition is not possible. 

Empowering citizens to produce and consume their own energy is about 

democratising the energy system (RESCOOP 2017, 1).”  

 In this example, democratizing energy entails decentralized for-profit endeavours. This 

is a significant point because energy democracy becomes a term that represents two polar 

opposite ideas under the same banner: that of the ‘prosumers’ who advance that ownership and 

control of smaller-scale generation will decentralize wealth and allow a greater number of people 

to reap the profitable outcome, which basically creates a new market for capital growth;  and on 

the other hand, those that want the profit motive eliminated from the equation because this 

insatiable drive for more growth will only continue to result in crisis, further centralization, 

alienation, greater inequality and continued harm to the ecosystem. Ideas like Seba’s (2014) 

Clean Disruption see the energy transition as a disruption that is sounding the end of the electric 

utility – in either its private or public form – by the end of 2030. This is an opportunity for 

companies to get ahead of this ‘inevitable’ decentralization in the market that is being brought on 

by the creation of ever more sophisticated software technologies that will allow people greater 

‘choice’ or customization and ‘control’ in generating and consuming their own electricity such as 
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blockchain networks, smart meters, solar-pv technology and lithium-ion energy storage. In this 

scenario, renewable energy industry leaders such as Siemens or GE may diversify assets and 

produce small household generation instruments such as Tesla’s home electricity storage battery. 

The money is not actually changing hands, it is just finding new spaces to re-create itself. 

Moreover, people will feel comfortable with this as they will feel they have re-gained power 

through ownership of the instrument of production.  

Sufficient Access 

In my analysis of the various groups the idea of access to energy registered as an 

important priority among most groups. However, I found the idea of ‘sufficiency’ depended on 

the idea of how, why and for whom energy was being produced and consumed. Moreover, I 

found that there are groups that want to see de-growth in energy production and consumption, 

and other groups that remain pro-growth. The Institute for Local Self Reliance is one group in 

the energy democracy movement that is classified as a prosumer developer and is pro-growth. 

They define energy democracy thusly:  

“Few people realize that the change from fossil fuels to renewable 

sources is just a harbinger for a phase of massive disruption in energy markets. 

The disruption will remake how the energy system serves its users and offer 

unprecedented choices for customers. It may go further than choice.  As the 

energy system shifts away from the outdated utility monopoly model, the four 

Ds of energy democracy — distributed power, decentralization, democracy from 

ownership, and disruptive technology — have the potential to put those users in 

charge and allow them to reap the economic benefits (Institute for Local Self 

Reliance 2012, 2).” 

The idea of sufficiency in terms of access and consumption in this case means sufficient 

growth as opposed to the intended meaning of sufficient personal consumption. Anything less 

than the continued growth and progress of this new market of “decentralized and miniaturized 

power generation [that] democratizes ownership” would not be sufficient for reaping economic 
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benefits in this imaginary. Moreover, it would be undemocratic in this case to do so, because it is 

precisely this unfettered growth in the new miniaturized market that will democratize ownership, 

thus we need to increase production around these nodal points. Advances in small scale 

renewable energy production and storage technology is disrupting how electricity can be 

provided and is moving the industry away from the need of centralized utility systems. The 

disruptive technology transfer facilitates new economic and social relations where users are 

given more choice and are in charge of their energy.  Moreover, these groups seem to carry with 

them a faith in the unregulated free market paradigm (Friedman 2002) to democratize and re-

distribute ownership and control. In their imaginary, the fossil fuel crisis is creating a new more 

democratic market, through technological advancements such as Blockchain that provide 

automatic and digital management of peer-to-peer network transactions (e.g. the case of Bitcoin 

in the gaming industry). Blockchain would decentralize the spot market and introduce millions of 

new mini-nodal points, such as any household that has solar panels. The software provides these 

mini-nodal points with the ability to instantaneously buy and sell surplus electricity from their 

neighbors depending on capacity and distance (Basden and Cottrell 2017). It is revolutionizing 

the way that we think of utility networks and electricity provision. Yet, prosumer developers 

with these growth focused models are in opposition to other energy democracy groups that want 

to see de-growth in energy consumption. In the case of the Institute for Community Solutions, 

they define energy democracy as: 

“Energy Democracy is an umbrella term that integrates the need for community 

clean energy systems with the need to equitably share the resources that are 

available… It sees community as a way of living that emphasizes cooperation, 

mutual aid, and mutual respect – a way of being and living together so that 

reduced energy use is more easily accomplished with minimal hardship 

(Community Solutions 2015, 1).” 
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Here energy is consumed where it is produced in community settings. They are 

communities of both place and interest and are built upon ethical principles such as cooperation, 

mutual aid and respect for both human beings and the environment. Based on these principles, a 

de-growth of consumption is necessary to realize these ethical communities, because current 

levels of consumption and production globally are causing harm to both humans and the 

environment and do not constitute mutual respect. This idea is most closely related to the idea of 

ethical socialism where groups focus on the moral and ethical reasons for socializing ownership 

and control over the means of production of our energy systems (Cruddas and Rutherford 2010). 

Secondly, ideas of access to sufficient energy depended on how access was defined. In 

some cases, access was described as a right to physical connection and in other cases it was 

described as an ability. Furthermore, access to energy is a very complex reality that needs to be 

defined clearly. In the case of the Mongoose Energy Cooperative, “Energy Democracy proposes 

that energy become not a commodity but an essential right, and it demands that energy policy be 

defined by the needs of society (Mongoose Energy Cooperative 2015)”, whereas the New York 

State Energy Democracy Alliance focuses on access as an ability, stating that energy democracy 

“offers the promise of greater access to clean, renewable energy, especially for renters, poor and 

working-class people, people of color, and community groups. Because not all New Yorkers are 

property owners … (EDA-NY 2017, 2).  

Access is a very complex term as both examples point out. Sometimes with rights-based 

discourse there is a tendency to heavily focus on only the legal avenues to achieve a goal and 

neglect other avenues. For example, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights that was 

adopted by the United Nations in 1948 legislated the right to own property and this is certainly a 

legal accomplishment, but it cannot facilitate people’s ability to own property in the face of the 
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private appropriation of space by capitalism. In fact, defining access as a right as opposed to an 

ability carries with it narrow entrenched social relations that have been defined by the private 

appropriation of spaces to define that right and does not adequately analyse all the powers and 

forces that effect access to energy (Ribot and Peluso 2003). Especially in the Global South, 

gaining a right to access sufficient energy is not going to tackle the real issue, and dangerously, it 

may appear to have tackled the issue so much so that people stop pushing for meaningful change. 

Moreover, what is ‘sufficient’? And how and who will determine this? As the following chapter 

highlights, such is the case with the renewable energy transition in Central America, where 

geography and the nature of the historical social relations that have determined access to energy 

necessarily determine the degree of consumption habits, quality of electricity access and what is 

considered sufficient. These findings muddy the ability, and I think also the desirability, of trying 

to determine access in terms of sufficiency or rights.  

Ecological Safety 

Not causing harm to people or the environment was also an important consideration for 

most groups. Harm was usually framed around the impact of types of generation technology on 

people and the climate. The consideration of harm is an ethical one, yet none of the groups that I 

surveyed clearly defined harm. Moreover, harm was almost equated and conflated with fossil 

fuel usage and sometimes corporate management, leading to a superficial scenario where 

corporatized fossil fuels are considered bad, and good or non-harm was interpreted as 

collectively sharing renewable energy sources. It was never imagined that sharing renewable 

energy could result in harm even though there are a myriad of ways that it can and likely will in 

the future.  For example, The Trade Unions for Energy Democracy makes a similarly built claim 

regarding harm and pollution in their working paper Working Toward Energy Democracy where 
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it states a list of steps needing to be completed to achieve energy democracy: “First control and 

then quickly and dramatically reduce emissions and harmful pollution … Rapidly scale up 

renewable energy and other low–carbon energy options … Aggressively promote energy 

conservation across sectors … Make serious progress towards ending all energy poverty 

globally” (Sweeney 2014). In this example, the pollution from fossil fuels is what is causing the 

harm and it stands as another reason why massively scaling up renewable energy will help 

reduce the harm caused. Yet, there is an immensely important and underlying problem that goes 

along with human organization and freedom that is being overlooked in most energy democracy 

imaginaries – we, in and of ourselves as human beings, can cause harm, and thus need to think of 

some way of controlling ourselves and that reality to reduce instances of it (Mill 1989). This is 

especially true in a social setting where people are sharing things and expectations and attitudes 

towards the energy being shared will not have the same normative features across all spaces. 

Even more problematic is the finite nature of the energy resource itself and the reality that it will 

be scarce in some places and abundant in others; as we see today in the energy scenario energy 

poverty is a real concern.  

From Smith’s Inquiry into the Wealth of Nations to Marx’s Capital we garner from these 

two very different analyses a common theme that the nature of production and the social 

relations that are thereby produced by them are dependent upon an idea of nature as infinite and 

instrumental to human life. Neither changes in technology nor the socialization of the means of 

production will change that reality. This relationship that we have with nature that is based on 

Cartesian (Taylor 2014) and Darwinian ideas of ‘nature’ (Weber 2016) will continue to cause 

harm if it underpins the way we think moving forward into post-carbon societies. It is necessary 

to completely transform our idea of ‘production’ to not harm people or pollute our environments 
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because simply socializing the means of a kind of production that continues to treat nature as its 

instrument (Marx 1976) will not result in reducing harm.  

Western Euro-centric Concerns  

Having problematized a few of these themes, I find it is further concerning how western 

and Eurocentric the concept of energy democracy, in all of its forms, has become. From the 

beginning, energy democracy was a unique way of looking at and organizing around the energy 

transition because it endeavored to consider the implication and impact of global energy systems 

– which includes the Global South. This is evident early-on in the development of the energy 

democracy concept where it was first expressed in the Lausitz energy camps in 2010:  

“We no longer want to depend on the profit motives of the energy companies 

but lead a self-determined life in solidarity with others. Therefore we, being part 

of a global movement, fight for democratic and decentralized structures. We can 

only tackle extreme exploitation of human beings and natural resources on a 

global scale by questioning our way of producing and consuming on a local 

level (Lausitz Camp 2012, 2–3).” 

 Yet so far it isn’t being questioned enough how physically operating in various 

local places around the world is impacting the global exploitation of human beings and 

natural resources in the Global South. For example, mining for the metals and minerals 

that go into the production of the millions of household solar panels and residential wind 

turbines largely originates from countries in the Global South, such as Latin America. As 

the localised and decentralized renewable energy market grows, so does the demand for 

mining and other exploitative industries along with it.  

Moreover, if only the experiences of local spaces in the Global North come to 

monopolize the global energy democracy imaginary, important considerations such as 

this could be overlooked or down played. For example, I’ve found this to be the case 
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with how environmental harm and sources and forms of energy are advocated for by 

various groups. Fossil fuel pollution is a common motivating factor among all groups in 

the energy democracy movement, thus lowering emissions and using renewable energy 

are commonly accepted solutions. In the Global North this is a huge problem because the 

world’s top per capita emitters are also those with the highest per capita GDP (PBL 

Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency 2015). However, in the Global South 

where the share of global emissions is much lower, and per capita energy use is only 30 

per cent of that of consumers in OECD countries, many people do not live among the 

same emergency discourse regarding climate change in these spaces, moreover they 

don’t face the same need for de-growth. Protecting the environment is important, but a 

lack of access to energy to subsist or make life more than just a bare existence rings in 

higher on the priority list (Bello 2007).  

Moreover, many in the movement exclusively focus on electricity as a prioritized 

form of energy as ‘democratic energy’, when 38 per cent of the world’s population and 

56 per cent of developing countries rely on biomass, such as fire wood, for cooking and 

heating in their homes. Moreover, 28 per cent of the population in developing countries 

and 79 per cent of the population in Least Developed Countries (LDC) live without 

electricity access (UNDP 2015). With the reality that many of these people have no 

foreseeable way, and in some cases no desire, to access electricity in the near future the 

fetishizing of renewable energy for electricity production as ‘good’ and fossil fuels as 

‘bad’ is damaging and offensive to those in the Global South that rely on these forms of 

energy for subsistence.  

 



 

43 
 

Including Global South Experiences in the Imaginary? 

 

Energy Democracy is a struggle to take back control and reclaim power over energy 

systems, and has evolved into a concept that people are developing to explain and define the 

desires of those embedded in that struggle for a fairer energy transition to renewable energy. It 

has become a banner that people can rally around, but in all cases, lacks a clear designation of a 

detailed future imaginary for our energy systems and social relations in a post-carbon world. 

This reality severely challenges the usefulness of the term as an organizing and analytical tool 

and confirms a point Abramsky (2010) makes that because the existing balance of power under 

neoliberal capitalism is profoundly anti-democratic, energy democracy basically becomes a 

“fantasy” that will continue to swirl in our imaginaries until we can fundamentally transform the 

existing geometries of power. Many of these different types of energy democracy that have 

emerged are not compatible with each other and this presents problems for achieving imagined 

post-carbon futures where energy is provided democratically, fostering meaningful solidarity and 

unification.  

The people involved in this struggle at a local level understand themselves as part of a 

broader global system that effects and intertwines them with many other peoples and spaces 

around the globe. Yet more thought needs to be put into the character and tendency of the 

‘power’ these movements are looking to reclaim, especially in how it relates to the unequal 

power relations that have shaped the experiences singularly and between ‘developing’ countries 

and ‘developed’ countries since the advent of global capitalism and appropriation of these spaces 

to accumulate profit (Harvey 1981). Quite naturally, experiences with energy systems are very 

different. Energy democracy’s global approach and understanding of the energy eco-system as 



 

44 
 

relational necessarily means that ‘re-claimed power’ in the imaginaries of energy democracy 

groups is open enough and has the potential for great inclusiveness.  

Though people are not necessarily using the term energy democracy, there are a plethora 

of groups, and communities in the Global South that struggle and desire for the kinds of things 

that have united these activists in Europe and North America and are extremely useful 

contributions to the entire imaginary. In a global energy eco-system, everyone is implicated and 

not exploring all the kinds of struggles, energy democracy risks re-claiming a kind of power that 

continues to exclude and exploit these spaces and peoples. Moreover, as my survey highlights, 

energy democracy has become a western euro-centric agenda, owing in part to the places and 

countries where the concept has taken hold and the way ideas of energy, the natural environment 

and democracy have been defined. But without forcing a concept or a banner on similar struggles 

in the Global South, it is useful to learn how energy providers and people that use this energy –

whatever they’re calling their movements – imagine and experience ‘taking back control’ and 

democratizing energy, and how this differs from groups in the Global North because we are all 

intimately connected.   

In thinking about ‘re-claimed power’ from the experience and imaginaries in the Global 

South for post-carbon futures, I see an opportunity to develop stronger connections between 

these imaginaries, experiences and peoples to improve and strengthen our visions of important 

principles, such as participation, ownership, not-for-profit strategies, consumption, job creation 

and sustainable technologies. In the following chapter, I introduce the energy landscape in 

Central America, focusing on electricity to contribute to the aim of exploring how space is 

changing in relation to the renewable energy transition in one region in the Global South. I 

provide a brief introduction to the development of the sector prioritizing an illustration of how 
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global and regional interests are interconnected and then I illustrate how the transition to 

renewables is unfolding in Nicaragua and Costa Rica. This chapter provides a base that 

illustrates the challenges and contexts that inform and shape efforts to influence decision-

making, re-claim power and democratise energy in these countries.  
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Chapter 3: Globalizing Electricity in Nicaragua and Costa Rica 
 

The interconnected reality of the global energy ecosystem means that the global transition 

from fossil fuels to renewable energy sources implicates and impacts everyone. Moreover, this 

transition is creating spaces where new policies, institutions, interests, struggles and relationships 

are springing up rapidly and need to be explored and understood to glean a clearer picture of the 

challenges people in the Global South face, not only with regards to transition technologies, but 

more importantly the social, political and economic relations around energy decision-making to 

give people more control.  

This chapter presents the context of the transition to renewables in Central America, 

specifically exploring Nicaragua and Costa Rica. Central America is an interesting region to 

analyse because, apart from Costa Rica, the energy matrix in most Central American countries is 

heavily dependent on fossil fuels, it has the lowest rates of service connection and quality in the 

Americas, and the recent completion of a regionally interconnected electricity grid and market 

called Siepac and Mer is making the region an attractive place for global capital investments. For 

a region that has historically been fraught with multiple debt crises, civil war, and under-

development, Nicaragua and Costa Rica are among the top countries in the world leading the 

transition to renewable technologies (Hira 2016; CRP 2016).  

The chapter begins by presenting a brief history of the development and provision of 

electricity in Nicaragua and Costa Rica to provide an illustration of the energy landscape that is 

now a part of this grand push to transition to renewables. Following this, I highlight how new 

relations are being created in this transition through political, economic and social changes that 
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are occurring on regional, national and community levels, and how they are shaping access to 

decision-making around electricity provision.  

In this analysis, I find that the transition to renewably sourced electricity is more 

politically fueled than the region often gets credit for. Also, the relationships that are being 

created surrounding decision-making perpetuate exclusion, prioritize corporate interests through 

for-profit marketized solutions, and risk creating dependencies and stunting existing domestic 

markets and networks around energy. In conclusion, I make the case that more democratic forms 

of development in the electricity sector are needed. This analysis sets up Chapter Four where two 

case studies of participatory and democratically oriented renewable energy projects in Zarcero, 

Costa Rica, and El Cua, Nicaragua, highlight the benefit of not-for-profit democratic alternatives.  

We begin here with an introduction to the electricity landscape in Nicaragua.   

Nicaragua: Bourgeois beginnings, privatization and reclaiming sovereignty  
 

The widespread development of the electricity sector is a recent phenomenon in 

Nicaragua. Almost the entire span of early development took place under the Somoza 

dictatorship, which maintained political and economic control of Nicaragua for 44 years. 

Beginning in 1933 a coop d’état by the leader of the National Guard, Anastacio Somoza Garcia, 

overthrew president Juan Bautista Sacasa, claiming control of the country for the Somoza family 

until 1979 when the Sandinista social movement rose to prominence. The dictatorship favored 

the landowning bourgeoise in the country and the development of early industries, such as 

electricity, aimed to modernize life and amass wealth for this social and economic class of 

Nicaraguans, largely exploiting and discounting the other members of society (Herrera 2005).  
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Beginning in the 1940’s energy was generated and distributed by small private and 

family owned hydro-electric and thermal electric plants that mainly serviced the industrial sector, 

though a few surrounding residential neighborhoods where prominent families lived also had 

access to electricity. At this time, the state owned only 30 per cent of electricity generation, 

which by 1945 totaled roughly 67 gigawatt hours (GWh). In the 1950’s, in an effort to increase 

industrial growth and development in the country the state decided to take greater control of the 

sector. The grid was initially modeled after the national grid in the United States, with a national 

regulatory operator, an energy ministry and a vertically integrated public generation, 

transmission and distribution company. In 1954 the state-owned National Light and Power 

Company, Empresa Nacional de Luz y Fuerza (ENALUF) was created with legal jurisdiction 

over the generation, transmission, distribution and commercialization of energy and electricity in 

the country. The expansion of ENALUF was supported by USAID by offering financing for 

U.S.-made generation plants. Through the National Investment Plan of 1957 (Plan de Inversion), 

the program claimed it was designed to improve rural electrification in the area but it mainly 

facilitated industrial growth. This is largely because the ENALUF rate structure favoured 

industrial clients, providing them with electricity at less than one-third the rate charged 

residential customers (Spalding 1994).  

By 1963 generation capacity grew to 241GWh, and the majority of the sector was owned 

by the state with only 20 per cent still operating privately (Instituto Nicaraguense de Energia 

2016). In the 1970’s and the 1980’s development of the sector was halted for some time after a 

6.2 magnitude earthquake demolished administrative buildings and infrastructure in Managua in 

1972. Following this, a socialist revolution lead by the Sandinista National Liberation Front 

(FSLN) broke out in full swing to oust the wealthy land owning population from power, 
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demanding greater access and fairness for all Nicaraguans (Herrera 2005). At this time, energy 

sources and electricity infrastructure was weaponized and became targeted points of FSLN 

strategy to cripple the dictatorship. The violent uprising was worsened when the United States 

undermined the country’s sovereignty by funding and arming a right-wing militia called the 

Contras effectively turning the country into a proxy battle ground of the Cold War.  The 

Sandinistas eventually overthrew Somoza, taking control of the country in 1979 as part of a Junta 

of National Reconstruction. In a further effort to force regime change, while the Sandinistas 

attempted to piece the country together again, the Reagan administration enforced a trading 

embargo that crippled the country’s economy from 1985 to 1988 (Morley 2002).  

Moving from Public to Private 

The devastation of these decades left the socialist FSLN party lead by Daniel Ortega with 

few choices to achieve the prosperous and more equitable society they had envisioned. 

Moreover, the radical turn they took to modeling the country after Soviet and Cuban communism 

after winning the election in 1988 was not well received by many Nicaraguans. In 1990, the 

Sandinistas lost the very first democratic election to liberal leader Violeta Chamorro of the 

Democratic Union of Liberation who favored constructing a liberal democracy and a mixed 

economy over pursuing communism (Vanden and Prevost 2002). Under Chamorro, the 

enforcement of economic and political policies following the Washington consensus ushered in 

an era of neo-colonization that crippled development and undermined support for the delivery of 

public services (Herrera 2005). The policy program advocated for increased focus on neoliberal 

economic principles in these regions supporting limited governmental intervention, favorable 

conditions for foreign investment, the free flow of capital, utility maximization, low inflation, 

export-led growth, deregulated free market capitalism, and the privatization of state institutions 
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(Ripley 2010). With that, Chamorro unbundled the vertically integrated electricity sector and 

privatized generation and distribution, leaving only the transmission network under public 

ownership.  

Privatization not only changed the ownership of the service, but re-organized access and 

control over decision-making to determine future progress. The political right to equitably access 

decision-making surrounding basic services like electricity that people had fought for in the 

revolution against Somoza and the land-owning class, was again stripped from reach and this 

time handed over to the private sector before it had ever been comfortably enjoyed by anyone 

(Herrera 2005). At the time, this seemed like the best option by government officials and 

Nicaraguan industry elite because Nicaragua was struggling with debt and political upheaval for 

most of the 1980’s and they could not afford to develop electricity capacity (McKenzie & 

Mookherjee, 2001; Martin, 2010).  Yet, liberalization did not have the desired effect in 

Nicaragua from the outset because there was a lack of indigenous markets for private capital to 

move into and the instability caused by the social revolution made the sector unattractive to 

investors (Checchi, Florio, and Carrera 2009).  

Electricity Grid and Energy Poverty  

Politics, economics and geography have played an influential part in deciding which 

spaces were electrified in Nicaragua, and explain why some still remain excluded from coverage. 

The Sistema Interconnexion National (SIN) covers more than 90 per cent of urban areas in the 

territory which includes the Pacific, Central and North zones of the country. Much of the 

Caribbean and Atlantic coast remains outside of the Western concession areas, including half of 

the Rio San Juan Region, the Region Autonoma Atlántico Sur, the Region Autonoma Atlántico 



 

51 
 

Norte and two thirds of the Jinotega region, Matagalpa, Boaco, Chontales and Rio San Juan.  

Figure 3.1 highlights the location of the different municipalities in Nicaragua. 

Figure 3.1 Municipal Departments in Nicaragua 

 
  Source: Nicaraguan Institute of Territorial Studies   

 

 Nicaragua has the lowest rate of electrification in the America’s. In 2016, just 80 per cent 

of the total population, 56 per cent of the rural population, and 90 per cent of the urban 

population had access to a physical electricity connection (World Bank 2017a). Moreover, the 

service quality is extremely poor and prolonged black outs are common in urban areas. 

Approximately 20 per cent of total capacity is lost in the transmission and distribution of 

electricity (Cupples 2011). Figures 3.2-3.4 highlight the percentage of Nicaraguan’s that lack 

access to electricity and the location density of those without access.  
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Figure 3.2 Percentage of Nicaraguan’s who Lack Electricity by Municipality 

 

 Source: (Colibri Global 2015) 

Figure 3.3 Population Density of Nicaragua by Municipality 

 

 Source: (Colibri Global 2015) 
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Figure 3.4 Density of Nicaraguans without Access to Electricity 

 

 Source: (Colibri Global 2015)  

 Thus, for most of the 19th and 20th century democratic participation in decision-making in 

the electricity sector was not an option for the majority of Nicaraguans. Wealthy landowners 

began development for the pursuit of their own interests, a violent revolution halted it, and what 

little had come together was parceled and privatized resulting in worsened exclusion and 

inequity.  

Costa Rica: Central Planning, Democracy and Strong Social Movements 
 

 Costa Rica’s path to electrification has been very different than Nicaragua’s. Costa Rica 

has benefited from exceptional political, social and economic stability that has led to increased 

welfare and development over the years. Early development of the electricity sector was 

primarily shaped by the welfare state model. Unlike in Nicaragua, Costa Rican elites did not 
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derive their social, economic and political power from exclusive control over productive land, 

but social and economic relations between different social groups were set early on through 

collaboration in the production of the established coffee industry (Bull 2005). The liberal 

government that took over power in 1888 re-enforced the burgeoning coffee industry by 

increasing the role the state had in the regulation of production, which ensured a more equitable 

distribution of social, political and economic power in the country (Ferraro Castro 1998). The 

unique liberal oligarchic political system in Costa Rica was not egalitarian, but it had the ability 

to incorporate competing elite interests and promote the project of universal welfare and 

development at the same time (Yashar 1997; Franklin 1998).  

By the 1920’s, the National Liberation Party, PLN (Partido Liberación Nacional) had 

established state control over electricity and a number of prominent Costa Rican elites 

participated in the Peruvian-born regional movement against US dominance called the Civil 

League (Liga Civica). As a result of this influence and support, electricity development became a 

national project and the National Electricity Service (SNE) was born in 1928 (Araya Soto 1988).  

Although nowhere near the duration or severity of civil war in Nicaragua, Costa Rica also 

experienced a brief period of revolution. Jose Figueres of the Social Democratic Party launched 

the ‘war of national liberation’ in 1948, sparked by then-Republican President Rafael Calderon’s 

move away from social welfare policies. The war lasted just a few months and ended when 

Figueres and his revolutionaries took office (Bull 2005; Longley 1997). During their time in 

office Figueres created the Costa Rican Electricity Institute (ICE), where the ICE was given the 

monopoly over electricity generation, distribution and transmission to ensure the availability of 

electricity for the countries social projects. In this state-led growth model, the ICE became a 

central part of the entire economic plan to strengthen the national economy in the face of rising 
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pressure and aggression from US backed imperialist economic policies (Bull 2005).  The ICE 

became one of the most technologically advanced and productive electricity companies in 

Central America because of its integrated public enterprise focus (Chavez 2014; Bull 2005).   

For example, due to the exorbitant cost of developing electricity transmission and 

generation infrastructure, Costa Rica bundled electricity with the state-owned 

telecommunications company. Telecommunications involves the development of networked 

infrastructure just like electricity, but the recuperation rate for investment in telecommunications 

was 75 per cent faster than investments made in electricity. Through public policies such as cross 

subsidisation, telecommunications ensured liquidity for large investments in the electricity sector 

(Franklin 1998).  Following this model, from the 1950’s Costa Rica’s rate of electrification grew 

rapidly, improving by 40 per cent and achieving an 80 per cent rate of electrification by the 

1980’s.  Figure 3.5 illustrates the rapid growth in household access to electricity and the stability 

the sector has been able to achieve.  

Figure 3.5 Percentage of Costa Rican’s with Access to Electricity 

    

Source: Authors elaboration (Franklin 1998; Bull 2005; World Bank Data Bank 2017) 
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Cooperativismo  

 The cooperative system is an important part of the success Costa Rica achieved in 

electricity development. The cooperatives were intentionally established as an alternative to the 

private and individualistic principles characteristic of free market capitalist ideas that the Costa 

Rican government was under great pressure to adopt at the time (Chavez 2014). Instead, the 

cooperative systems focused on fostering and re-enforcing more democratic principles including 

mutual aid and respect, social responsibility, democracy, equality, solidarity, equity, 

transparency and self-sufficiency (INFOCOOP 2004). Though there is some private participation 

in generation and distribution of electricity, it is largely dominated by public companies. In fact, 

the ICE regulates private participation in generation and retail. Private participation in generation 

cannot surpass more than 20 per cent of the national energy matrix. Private participation is not 

allowed in transmission or distribution in the sector (IADB 2013). The ICE is responsible for 

approximately 80 per cent of generation and 38 per cent of local distribution, while its regional 

subsidiary, Light and Power Company (CNFL, active in the metropolitan area of San Jose), is 

responsible for 41 per cent of distribution. The two public municipal enterprises, the Public 

Services Company of Heredia (ESPH) and the Electric Board of Cartago (JASEC), account for 

12 per cent of distributed power, and the four rural electrification cooperatives 

COOPEGUANACASTE, COOPELESCA, COOPESANTOS and COOPEALFARO distribute 

the remaining 9 per cent (Chavez 2016). Figure 3.6 illustrates the distribution matrix in Costa 

Rica.  
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Figure 3.6 Distribution and Generation in Costa Rica  

 

   Source: (Pomareda 2014) 

The cooperatives produce and distribute power that is owned by the land-owning users. 

In the following chapter, this fact is problematized against the experience of the cooperative in 

Zarcero, Costa Rica. Moreover, the cooperatives are largely autonomous of the centralized ICE 

apparatus and aside from not being able to dictate pricing, they hold public meetings annually to 

keep citizens informed and collectively make important decisions regarding re-investment and 

future projects. In recent years, they have become progressive spaces for decentralized and 

locally owned investment in renewable energy projects.  

For example, in 2013 COOPALESCA began operating two small scale hydro-electric 

plants and is now able to cover 82 per cent of its own generation (Chavez 2016). Also, 

COOPEALFARORUIZ is currently conducting studies and drafting a proposal for a small scale 
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solar generation facility to increase the autonomy the cooperative has over making energy supply 

decisions (Interviewee, Administration, 003, 2016).  

The Debt Crisis and Privatization Attempts 

 Much the same as in Nicaragua’s case, Costa Rica was subject to pressure from 

international institutions to liberalize their economy despite the progress they had achieved 

following the democratic solidarity model. Towards the end of the 1970’s Costa Rica 

experienced the worst economic crisis since the great depression in the 1930’s. In part, due to the 

rapid expansion of the public sector and sizeable investments in national infrastructure, per 

capita external debt increased from US$320 in 1976 to US$1200 in 1981 – one of the largest per 

capita debts in the world at the time (Salom 1992).  

President Carazo of the Partido Coalición Unidad, PCU (Unity Coalition Party) which 

had campaigned on a platform advocating for a reduction of the state and better control and 

regulation over national companies, signed a standby agreement worth US$300 million with the 

IMF to try and reduce the deficit. Yet, the IMF demands for unbundling the ICE, adjusting 

production taxes and the currency exchange rate were met with opposition from the legislative 

assembly and the public at large and the bill was never passed (Salom 1992; Wilson 1994). After 

this initial attempt, privatization and the re-structuring of state-owned assets, such as the ICE, 

was the main topic of election campaigns until the end of the 1990’s. Three separate Structural 

Adjustment Programs (SAP) were negotiated between 1983 and 1998 increasing in severity 

under neoliberal policy prescriptions. Stipulations included reducing fiscal spending, freezing 

public sector hiring, implementing new auditing procedures and establishing a politically 

independent regulator for the ICE, increasing public utility charges periodically, and privatizing 

aspects of the sector that had been earmarked for private sector exploitation and were no longer 
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being funded by the World Bank, IMF and USAID (IDB 1998). These attempts were all met 

with fierce opposition from the unions and civil society in Costa Rica. Although the ICE was 

corporatized and re-organized according to New Public Management (NPM) principles, it is 

largely a result of civil society’s strong commitment to public ethos and union participation in 

the opposition of privatization that the ICE did not meet the same fate as the public electricity 

company in Nicaragua (Bull 2005).  

Thus, Costa Rica has enjoyed relative peace and security in the sector, achieving high 

rates of electrification early and currently maintaining a 99 per cent rate of electrification, 

enjoying much better service quality and depending almost entirely on hydroelectric power 

generation. Nicaragua’s story by contrast has been fraught with civil war, economic instability 

aggression from American imperialist policies and has been very slow to develop its electricity 

infrastructure, only now achieving an 80 per cent rate of electrification, with poor service 

quality. Moreover, it is almost entirely dependent on fossil fuels for power generation. Yet, both 

remain important locations for investment in renewable energy and have become leading 

countries in the world investing in and transitioning to renewable energy sources. 

Transitioning to Renewables: New Global Spaces in Local Places   
 

Worldwide, the renewable energy industry has grown exponentially in response to 

climate change. Between 2000 and 2016, global installed renewable energy capacity more than 

quadrupled. Figure 3.7 highlights this growth. 
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Figure 3.7 Installed Renewable Energy Capacity, 2000-2016 

 

  Source: International Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA) 

 

Central America is an important part of this global transition to renewables. Among 

countries in the region, Nicaragua and Costa Rica are transitioning the fastest and have both set 

ambitious quotas for renewable energy in their countries’ energy matrix. Nicaragua has set a goal 

of 90 per cent by 2027, and Costa Rica plans to achieve complete carbon neutrality in all forms 

of energy production by 2021 (Dolezal et al. 2013). Tables 3.8 and 3.9 illustrate that Nicaragua 

and Costa Rica have generated some of the highest increases in non-hydro renewable sources of 

electricity and currently hold some of the highest levels of non-hydro renewable capacity in their 

energy matrices.  
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Table 3.8 Highest Levels of Non-Hydro Renewable Electricity, 2011 

DENMARK 40.18 

ICELAND 25.74 

GUATEMALA 24.40 

PORTUGAL 22.12 

NICARAGUA 20.61 

SPAIN 18.91 

COSTA RICA 18.21 

IRELAND 17.06 

GERMANY 16.96 

Source: (Hira 2016) 

Table 3.9 Highest Country Increases in Percentage of Non-Hydro Renewable Sources of Electricity, 

1980–2011 

DENMARK 40.2 

EL SALVADOR 31.3 

ICELAND 27.3 

GUATEMALA 27.1 

PORTUGAL 24.2 

KENYA 23.3 

NICARAGUA 22.4 

NEW ZEALAND 19.5 

SPAIN 19.2 

COSTA RICA 18.7 

GERMANY 17.6 

IRELAND 17.1 

  Source: (Hira 2016) 
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National Policy Measures  

 

Nicaragua and Costa Rica have adopted several new policy measures related to 

renewable energy such as fiscal incentives, public financing and regulatory measures. Moreover, 

an influx of international investors are visiting the country to explore options, which is also 

changing the landscape and spaces people navigate around energy.  

In Nicaragua, the transition to renewables is largely motivated by the need to increase 

sustainable access to electricity, and strengthen energy security by reducing fossil fuel 

dependency. In Costa Rica, motivation comes from a need to diversify their dominant hydro-

electricity energy matrix to strengthen energy security (Pedraza 2012). In terms of changes in 

regulation, Nicaragua is currently experimenting with a feed-in-tariff system and uses public 

tendering to procure contracts. These power purchase agreements are contracted for a period of 

10 years or less and are regulated by the Instituto Nicaraguense de Energia (INE). The feed-in-

tariff policy basically provides assurance to independent power producers that they can sell the 

excess electricity that they generate for a set price. Moreover, in 2005 Nicaragua enacted Law 

532, entitled Promotion of Renewable Energies. The law implemented several incentive 

mechanisms for renewable energy production, including exemption from taxes, payment of 

customs duties and value added taxes (VAT), along with the feed-in tariffs. Political agendas and 

ideologies have also been directly effected by this global transition. The Legislative Assembly in 

Nicaragua approved its first-ever political party with a green agenda in 2003, called the Partido 

Verde Ecologista de Nicaragua. Investing in renewable sourced electricity, and reducing 

pollution and damage done to the environment in the extractive sectors and other industries, is a 

mainstay of their political project (Alianza Verde Ecologista 2016).  
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In Costa Rica, the government recently established a pilot net-metering program and uses 

a tendering process to solicit additional capacity. The net-metering program was launched in 

2010 by the ICE, with a goal to promote small-scale distributed renewable energy and to gather 

data on the impacts of small scale production on the national grid (Dolezal et al. 2013). Net 

metering implements a bi-directional meter to the producer’s physical connection so that if the 

producer generates more electricity than they consume they receive a credit form the ICE on 

their electricity bill.  

Nicaragua and Costa Rica have both been actively involved in climate change initiatives 

on the regional level as well as on the international level with participation in the Kyoto Protocol 

and various regional agreements on climate change. For example, Nicaragua has agreed to sell 

carbon credits using the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM). The CDM is the world’s 

biggest carbon offset market, administered by the World Bank, and is intended to reduce 

emissions by rewarding developing countries that invest in clean technologies. The carbon credit 

sales allow Nicaragua to sell some of the rights to produce greenhouse gas emissions they are 

allotted under the Kyoto Agreement to other countries that are producing more than they are 

permitted. Since Nicaragua has a low electrification rate in the country, and an increase in 

renewable sources in the energy matrix, they can sell the excess (Mowforth 2014). At the 

moment, ten small hydroelectric plants in the Departments of Matagalpa and Rivas that produce 

less than 15 megawatts of electricity are affiliated with the program and will sell carbon credits 

to the German oil exploration company Mabanaft. Authorities believe that once all the qualifying 

projects are registered, the carbon credits will bring in between US$286,000 and US$430,000 

(Mowforth 2014). Importantly, the credits don’t actually help lower emissions, or subject those 

who are over-emitting to any consequences (as long as they can afford to do so). This is another 
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example of how powerful countries in the Global North are being prioritized in this transition. 

Moreover, the amount received for the credit in relation to the massive profit the Madanaft 

makes from oil exploration is very little in comparison, and is unlikely to make a significant 

difference to investments in renewables in Nicaragua.  

SIEPAC and MER: New Regional Interests  

 

The creation of the Central American Electric Interconnection System (Siepac, by its 

Spanish acronym) is over 30 years in the making. Encouraged by the government of Spain and 

then state-owned utility ENDESA during a delegation to the region as part of their 

Quincentennial celebrations in 1987, the regions’ governments spearheaded negotiations that 

would later develop into the Electricity Market Treaty of Central America (Tratado Marco del 

Mercado Electrico de America Central) and install a public-private partnership between the 

national governments of Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Honduras, El Salvador, Guatemala and Panama, 

plus private participation from Endesa in 1998. Figure 3.10 illustrates the ownership structure of 

Siepac.  

Figure 3.10 Ownership Distribution of Siepac 

 

Source: Author’s elaboration 
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The infrastructure was completed in 2013 and the market was declared operational that 

same year. It has recently been re-branded, advertising itself as a platform to advance renewable 

energy (Empresa Proprietaria de la Red 2017). 

The project consists of an 1800 km physical transmission network with a potential 230 kv 

capacity. Siepac is accompanied by the Mercado Eléctrico Regional (Regional Electricity 

Market) which is a regional seventh market, designed to operate above and in tandem with the 

six existing national electricity markets (El Tratado Marco del Mercado Eléctrico de América 

Central 1998). The basic idea is that by bundling and interconnecting all electricity markets it 

makes each country in the region more attractive for international investors and will ultimately 

improve socio-economic development  (Pollitt and Musiliu 2016). For example, a large part of 

incentive for the construction of the massive hydro dam, Reventason, in Costa Rica, was the idea 

of being able to generate surplus electricity to trade on this market, eventually establishing itself 

as an important power house, much like Germany has done in Europe (Dyer 2016).  Figure 3.11 

illustrates the physical transmission network in the region.  
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Figure 3.11 Central American Electric Interconnection System (SIEPAC) 

 

  Source: (Rodriguez 2009) 

Siepac and Mer are regarded optimistically for the potential that integration carries for 

economies of scale, providing better quality service, fostering renewable energy investments, 

enhancing political cooperation, breaking dependencies on unstable oil and gas pricing, and 

alleviating poverty within the region. Yet, the regional market is still in its infancy and a number 

of scholars have pointed out concerns that are effecting market growth, such as how the 

asymmetries in ownership, pricing mechanisms, generation type, and political and social realities 

in each country problematize competitive trade, free and fair distribution, prices on the spot 

market, generation supply, transmission congestion, network expansion and political stability 

(Economic Consulting Associates 2010; Fedosova 2015; Hira and Libardo 2003; Johnson 2012; 

Martin 2010; Martins 2013; Meza 2014; Pollitt, and Musiliu 2016; Pollitt and Oseni 2014).  

The free market approach of the regional system is worrisome because of its potential to 

re-enforce inequitable relationships between powerful and weaker nations in the region, the 
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potential to create dependencies that undermine sovereignty and the potential to create a 

‘farming’ system where the massive potential of renewable sources is exploited in Central 

America to service richer, overconsuming countries in the North that are not reducing fossil fuel 

consumption as rapidly, like the United States. For example, Ramos (2004) argues that Siepac’s 

collaboration with the Mesoamerican Integration and Development Project, initiated by former 

Mexican president Vicente Fox in 2001, seeks to extend the infrastructure to include additional 

connections from Guatemala to Mexico and from Panama to Colombia, effectively integrating 

the entire North American continent plus Colombia. Ramos (2004) argues that the majority of 

planned projects are only concerned with exploiting massive hydro-electric resources in the 

region and is concerned that energy production flows in the future will only go to servicing the 

forecasted increase in demand of added industrial and tourist activity in the region or renewable 

energy production will be traded for capital via the carbon credit market to richer countries such 

as the United States and Canada (Ramos 2004).   

Over the span of time it has taken to create Siepac and operationalize Mer a growing 

opposition movement has risen in the region. People are concerned with the extent of private 

participation in generation, the effect Siepac may have on electricity access and cost, and the 

focus that is put on mega-scale hydro and geothermal projects (Bird 2013; Call 2017; Castro 

2016). Regional integration is not the only reason for the uneasiness that people feel in the 

region, yet it is a new overarching regional structure that is quickly becoming influential in 

dictating political and economic policy around energy that is rapidly changing the relationships 

citizens of each country have with energy and the power and control they have to navigate the 

landscape to make changes and influence decision-making. This loss of control, coupled with the 
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uncertainty of who control has been lost to, seems to manifest itself in all manner of struggles in 

civil society. Consider the struggle that is ongoing in Nicaragua. 

Civil Society Response in Nicaragua 

As with Germany and other Northern countries that were highlighted in the opening 

chapter of this thesis, citizen initiatives, national not-for-profits and communities in Nicaragua 

are rallying around their government’s commitment to reduce fossil fuel usage and expand 

renewable sources for electricity. In some cases, they are re-framing old demands considering 

this new challenge to continue to try to gain traction for equitable development. They are using 

this global technology shift to influence decision-making on a local front and to change the 

social architecture of provision in their communities. In opposition to the narrative that argues 

this transition has been dominated by a top-down model of development, there is a lot of 

evidence that suggests the transition in Nicaragua is much more political than it is given credit 

for, and that pressure from civil society organizations, local businesses and communities have 

been instrumental in supporting and inspiring the government’s commitment to this transition. 

Moreover, it also suggests that democratic principles such as participation, equity and 

transparency are desired components of a post-carbon future.   

For example, the Red de Defensa de los Consumidores (Consumer Defense Network), 

based out of Managua, has always been a very vocal opponent to privatization in the electricity 

sector, providing a voice and platform to frustrated consumers. The private distributor, Union 

Fenosa is the target of most of the frustration due to poor management and unfair and illegal 

charges that have been included on bills in the past (Cupples 2011). In recent years, this network 

has been very active in mobilising consumer-citizens to get involved in the decision-making 

process effecting the transition to renewables. Targeting the Law to Promote the Hydroelectric 
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sub-sector (Ley de Promoción del Subsector Hidroeléctrico), and the Law for the Promotion of 

Electricity Generation from Renewable Sources (Ley para la Promoción de la Generación 

Eléctrica con Fuentes Renovables) the RED is pressuring the Nicaraguan government to remove 

private participation from the burgeoning sector (Loáisiga 2005). They argue that continued 

support for private investment and development will re-create dependency and that the 

conditions for transforming the public apparatus into a vital and efficient actor in the 

development of the sector will not be established (Paz et al 2005) 

Moreover, the Ortega administration launched the Renewable Energy for Rural Zones 

(PERZA) program in partnership with the World Bank Group and the International Development 

Association. The project was approved with financing of US$18.97 million in 2003 and ended in 

2011 (World Bank 2017b). The program was short term and coupled electrification from 

renewable sources with microfinance hoping to create a sustainable environment for socio-

economic development. It endeavored to maximize local participation, and incorporate training 

and skills development in renewable energy development (Global Network on Energy for 

Sustainable Development 2016). Although there was some success, the program did not achieve 

the desired results, including failing to target homes that did not also have commercial activity, 

such as small stores or food vendors. As well, the microfinance structure meant that ownership 

of household generation units - systems not integrated with the national grid - was only achieved 

if the loan could be successfully repaid, and this proved to be difficult in many cases. The skills 

training was poorly conducted because it was undertaken by urban instructors from Managua 

who had little knowledge of rural patterns of life and knowledge sets, leading to many systems 

falling into disrepair (Interviewee, Administration, 001, El, Cua, Nicaragua 2016) 
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  In response to the failure of the programs initiated by the government, various civil 

society actors including developers, business owners, community leaders, volunteers and donors, 

and national not-for-profit initiatives involved in the sector – some of them since the 1980’s – 

decided that their voices would carry more political weight if they organized together. Notable 

national members included AsoFenix, ATDER-BL and blueEnergy. The first group meeting took 

place in August of 2009, under the title Working Group on Renewable Energy in Nicaragua 

(Grupo de Reflexión sobre Energía Renovable en Nicaragua). This group focused on garnering 

both national and international support for their cause. The initiatives of this initial group gained 

traction with international institutions such as UNDP, Hivos, OXFAM, along with 22 

Nicaraguan developers, civil society groups and community institutions. They all came together 

to create The Nicaraguan Association for Renewable Energy (RENOVABLES) – the very first 

national institution dedicated to the renewable energy sector. Its official mandate is the “social 

and economic development of Nicaragua through the advancement of the renewable energy 

sector … prioritizing holistic, sustainable, equitable, and environmentally conscious energy 

development (Renovables 2016, 2).” The actors involved in RENOVABLE have also been very 

influential in the creation of renewable energy policy in the country. In October of 2010, the 

Ministry of Energy and Mines (MEM) officially recognized and extended RENOVABLES full 

governmental support. RENOVABLES now collaborates with MEM on key projects related to 

renewable energy development and rural electrification (Renovables 2016). 

Civil Society Response in Costa Rica 

 

In Costa Rica, citizens are also organizing to influence and get involved in decision-

making in the renewables sector. Costa Rica has announced an ambitious plan to achieve carbon 

neutrality by 2021 and they are heavily involved in exploration initiatives to diversify their 
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hydro-electric dominant energy matrix. Costa Rica has a very effective public apparatus that has 

managed to thwart privatisation attempts and other un-democratic policies over the years, and the 

vocal and politically motivated character of civil society in Costa Rica is what protects that 

reality.  

Almeida (2015) makes the case that citizen participation has been so influential in 

shaping political life in the country that Costa Rica represents a strong case of ‘social movement 

partyism’ where anti-neoliberal political parties fill an organizational void in civil society by 

deepening their alliances with popular movements in order to increase their electoral fortunes 

and more effectively mobilize resistance movements (Almeida 2015). Because electricity is very 

much a national project and Costa Ricans are very proud of the progress they have achieved over 

the years –specifically as it pertains to their low dependency on fossil fuels—citizens and 

activists are very vocal in protecting these achievements (Fendt 2015).   

For example, the Federación Ecologista Nacional (FECON) organizes dozens of national 

environmental groups to battle energy privatization, certain components of the Central American 

Free Trade Agreement (CAFTA), and a variety of environmental threats that result from 

transnational mining and tourism. They create broad alliances with civil society, sustaining 

campaigns over long periods of time. Furthermore, in 2000 the country’s university 

communities, including students and staff from several different institutions, were integral in 

organizing against the privatisation of electricity and telecommunications, resulting in some of 

the largest protests in Costa Rican history (Alphandary 2000).  

Moreover, there is a lot of movement around the continued construction of mega-scale 

hydro-electric dams and geothermal plants in Costa Rica. As mentioned, the construction of 

these dams is directly related to the regional integration approach that policy and development in 
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energy is organizing itself around. Some of these protest movements have spanned impressive 

lengths of time.  For 47 years, national environmental and human rights groups worked with the 

Brunca indigenous peoples in the indigenous territory of Rey Curre to successfully stop the 

construction of the Buruca Hydro Dam Project. The hydro-electric dam was proposed by the 

ICE, which had granted the Aluminum Company of America (ALCOA) a 25-year contract to 

exploit an important bauxite deposit. Claiming that the mining sites needed access to a large 

quantity of low-cost electricity they proposed the construction of the dam. The project involved 

flooding close to 25,000 hectares of land belonging to the indigenous territories of Boruca, 

Cabagra, Rey Curré, Salitre, Térraba and Ujarrás and would result in thousands of members of 

these communities having to be moved to other parts of the country (World Rainforest 

Movement 2001). After losing a decision in the Supreme Court with the Brunca peoples, the ICE 

moved the project west to the Terraba River, also on indigenous territory, hoping to develop a 

better negotiating platform with the indigenous communities in this area. The opportunistic 

behaviour of the ICE was received with indignation and protest from the Terribe indigenous 

communities, and in 2011 they filed a law suit against the ICE to stop construction of the project. 

Now re-named the PH Diquis Project, it has been re-branded as part of the Plan Pueblo Panama 

initiative, which is a sub-initiative of the broader mandate of the Mesoamerican Integration and 

Development Project. The project emphasizes the transition to renewable energy as an important 

reason for why the dam should be built, in order to gather greater popular support for the project 

in Costa Rica. The ICE is hoping to sell the surplus generated from the massive dam on the 

regional electricity trading markets, Siepac and MER. Yet, in 2016 the ICE had its permit 

revoked by Costa Rica’s Supreme Court, citing failure on the part of ICE to comply with an 

earlier court order to consult indigenous communities, which was necessary under Costa Rican 
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law because the project was located in an area designated as an indigenous reserve (McPhaul 

2017). 

Although keeping the ICE under public ownership has resulted in one of the most 

impressive cases of efficient electricity development in the region, the centralized planning 

strategy and the immense scale of ICE operations makes it very difficult to foster democratic 

participation in generation decision-making at times. Besides protesting, most citizens have no 

way to influence decision-making. Moreover, the scale of some of ICE’s projects stacks the 

interests of the powerful against those of the less powerful, making it very difficult to have an 

impact. As a case in point, it took 47 years to win the Boruca Dam law suit. The case study of 

one Costa Rican cooperative in the following chapter illustrates how beneficial decentralized 

planning and smaller scale initiatives can be for improving access to electricity and creating 

sustainable democratic processes.    

Conclusion  
 

Nicaragua and Costa Rica have come from very different social, economic and political 

electricity contexts in the region, but both cases exemplify a similar politically-fueled character 

that is challenging new social, political and economic spaces that are being shaped by the 

emergence of a global focus on renewables. The role of civil society and the political tenacity of 

people in this region is often overlooked when talking about the transition. Many scholars accept 

the argument that Hira (2016, 408) exemplifies: “The shift toward renewables was very much a 

top-down one, driven by necessity and ingenuity, rather than the bottom-up politically fueled 

process that took place in Denmark and Germany”.  
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In fact, civil society has played an important role in pressuring governments to tackle 

undemocratic and environmentally harmful policies and practices in their countries. The view 

presented here challenges an image of the Central American isthmus as dependent and lacking 

agency and political tenacity. In the past, this kind of dialogue has influenced prescriptions for 

development policy and today risks limiting imagined possibilities for post-carbon futures in the 

region. It not only challenges the acknowledgement and promotion of agency in a political sense 

but also in an economic sense. It is already being noted in development reports by international 

institutions such as the World Watch Institute and the Inter-American Development Bank in 

relation to regional strategies, like SIEPAC and MER represent, that there is a need for increased 

regulation and research into existing renewable energy supply chains in the region to determine 

the potential employment and other economic benefits so as not to stifle domestic renewable 

energy markets and local energy producers in global capitals rush to find space in these emerging 

economies (Dolezal et al. 2013; Majano 2014). Regional integration may very well push through 

and stifle smaller scale economic opportunities that could improve people’s ability to subsist and 

participate in the economy by prioritizing mega scale solutions.  

There is clearly a desire by many in the region to be included and involved in decision-

making and to foster more democratic relationships in the electricity sector. Yet, the spaces and 

relationships being created in this transition are exclusionary, anti-democratic and prioritize the 

interests of global capital. For this reason, I think that the energy democracy framework is an 

interesting imaginary to consider in relation to the context and struggles experienced in 

Nicaragua and Costa Rica.  

In the following chapter, I explore two case studies of participatory and democratically 

oriented renewable energy projects in the Central American region that exemplify the potential 
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for alternatives and the benefit democratizing energy can have for energy provision. Moreover, 

my findings open several new possibilities and imaginaries when thinking about possibilities for 

post-carbon futures and the renewable energy transition for not only the Central American 

region, but for other places like those introduced in the opening chapter that are also working to 

democratize energy and find themselves a bit scattered.  
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Chapter 4: Democratizing Energy: Zarcero, Costa Rica, and El Cua, 

Nicaragua 
 

 The global push to transition to renewables has become a very important part of politics, 

economic policy and social organizing around energy in Costa Rica and Nicaragua. Yet, the 

relationships that are being created between citizens, their governments, the private sector and 

international institutions surrounding decision-making in energy perpetuate the exclusion of 

citizens, prioritize corporate interests through for-profit marketized solutions, and risk creating 

dependencies and stunting existing domestic markets and networks surrounding alternative 

energy.  

The frustration of many evident in the social movements fighting to be heard when it 

comes to the creation of mega-scale hydro dams or geothermal generation sites in Costa Rica or 

electricity privatization and the lack of transparency and public information regarding generation 

contracts in Nicaragua suggests more democratic forms of development in the renewable energy 

sector need to be prioritized.  The similarities in the struggles, principles and contexts between 

some groups organizing in Northern countries around the ownership and control of energy and 

those in Nicaragua and Costa Rica also suggests that doing more to connect their struggles would 

strengthen their resistance and improve their chances of achieving the post-carbon futures they 

imagine.  

Although groups organizing around energy in this region are not using the term energy 

democracy, the principles, priorities, motivations and experiences they embody are all things 

present to some degree in the various energy democracy imaginaries being developed in Europe 

and North America. I think that including the experiences and prioritises of these kinds of cases, 

regardless of whether they organize under the energy democracy umbrella, enhances possibilities 
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for greater solidarity and opens dialogue for strategic learning. Without them, the energy 

democracy movement will quickly become an opposition movement that is “much better and 

empowering in their strategies to organise in place, but often disempowered and fragmented 

when it comes to building alliances over space … the retreat from collaboration and coalition 

formation out of fear of perverting the Others identity and of annihilating difference swings the 

leverages of power, of marginalisation and exclusion, decidedly in the direction of the totalising 

and homogenising forces of global commodification and repressive competition, controlled by 

‘glocal’ elites (Swyngedouw 2004, 43).”   

It is not possible to talk about energy democracy, or re-claim power in one country 

without implicating another in the ideas and imaginaries for post-carbon futures. The following 

case studies are two examples of projects that illustrate how and why democratizing energy not 

only improves physical access to electricity, but also makes the relationship between the provider 

and the user and the user and their consumption more sustainable. As mentioned in the 

methodology section in Chapter One the interviews and observations that took place in each 

location were informed and framed by the themes that came together to create the term energy 

democracy as it emerged out of experiences in North America and Europe. The purpose of 

structuring the questions and observations in Nicaragua and Costa Rica around these themes was 

to learn about similarities and differences such as ownership, participation and access but also to 

see what new themes might emerge.   

The results of the case studies are presented according to these energy democracy themes, 

but instead of simply reproducing the ‘original themes’ outlined in Chapter Two I have 

organized my comments around a revised set of ‘emergent themes’, which are an amalgamation 

of the original themes and new insights gleaned from the fieldwork. Presently, four of the 
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original energy democracy themes appear in the amalgamated list, which include: participation, 

collective property ownership, surplus value and employment. There were three emergent 

themes that came to replace original ideas of sufficient access, democratization and ecological 

safety. They include different understandings of democratization and solidarity, equitable access 

and respect for ecology. Table 4.1 presents these themes. This emergent amalgamated list of 

themes serves to highlight both the similarities and the differences in the ways in which energy 

democracy is conceived of and operationalized in the case study locations as compared to 

countries in the North. Some of these differences are subtle, yet powerful, reflecting different 

conceptions of fundamental principles such as ‘access’ and ‘democracy’.  

The chapter begins by briefly introducing each case study, and then the community 

initiatives in El Cua Nicaragua are presented first and are followed by the cooperative 

COOPEALFARORUIZ (CAR) in Costa Rica. The results are presented under each of the themes 

in the order they appear in Table 4.1, with the emergent energy democracy themes presented last. 

Table 4.1 Original and Emergent Themes 

Original Energy 

Democracy Themes 

(as outlined in Chapter 2) 

 

Democratization 

Participation 

Collective Property Ownership 

Sufficient Access 

Surplus Value 

Employment  

Ecological Safety 

 

 

Emergent Energy 

Democracy Themes 

(arising from the case 

studies) 

 

 

Democratization and Solidarity 

Equitable access 

Respect for Ecology 
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Democratizing Energy in Nicaragua: ATDER-BL 
 

The Association of Rural Development Workers - Benjamin Linder (ATDER-BL) is a 

Nicaraguan NGO. It is a not for profit organization working towards rural development in 

Northern Nicaragua, principally in the departments of Jinotega and Matagalpa, which continues 

to be one of the most densely populated areas of families who lack access to electricity in 

Nicaragua. The organization is comprised of engineers, designers, machinists, lines workers, 

administrators and builders that have been working on rural development projects since the 

1980s. They are mainly involved in the construction of small-scale hydroelectric plants and 

micro-turbine hydraulics but they also work on drinking water systems, mechanization, technical 

training, engineering land surveys and watershed conservation. They aim to build small 

economies and strengthen community ties through participatory projects and providing 

opportunities for individuals to build capacity and skills. The results that are presented below 

come from three small-scale micro-hydro community projects that ATDER-BL developed in El 

Cua, Nicaragua. The first theme that I will explore here is how participation is conceived of in 

these community initiatives, based on my interviews in the community. 

Original Energy Democracy Themes Found in the Case Study 

 

Participation  

Community participation has been one of the most important factors contributing to the 

sustainability of these community projects. From the outset of the project, community members 

first build a consensus around their plan and idea for the generation project, which includes 

working out labour hours, monetary contributions, the site for the generator house and the roles 

for the junta, among other things. The junta directiva is a group of elected representatives that do 
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some of the administrative work for the community. The roles are fulfilled on a voluntary basis 

and there is no set timeline for the positions. Roles usually only change if people cannot or do 

not want to continue. The junta is comprised of six members acting as president, operator, fund 

manager/treasurer, record keeper/secretary and people for assembly organization and 

communication needs.  

  Part of setting up the junta directiva is also setting up the trust and relationships between 

the community members that the community project will be founded upon. For example, there 

have been instances in some communities where some families have become more dominant and 

started behaving like the project was theirs, or an elected President started making decisions 

regarding the project or the project funds without consulting people. The dynamic that leads to 

some of these disputes at the outset of the project usually has to do with familial dynamics. In 

rural El Cua, the first families who settled the land and have been indigenous to the region for 

generations had a lot of pride and felt ownership over the places they lived in because they had 

worked so hard for generations to make it a place where they did not have to worry about 

mountain lions or snakes killing their children (Interviewee, ATDER-BL Admin, 008, 2016). 

These kinds of sentiments are part of the dynamics that go into community organizing in El Cua 

and they need to be continually navigated when setting up the juntas to ensure that participation 

is open to everyone. Ultimately the roles are decided by consensus and voting. The member with 

the most votes fills the role, but huge disagreements could threaten the stability of the project. 

Members have to agree. Sometimes members can also share a role with another member.  

Collective Property Ownership  

  These community energy projects are completely autonomous of the national grid. The 

community constructed and owns the source of generation and the transmission lines that 
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provide them with the electricity that they use. When the project began it was the community 

that solicited ATDER-BL. This is an important first step, because it illustrates that the 

community is motivated and will have a good shot at being able to see the project through to the 

end and have it remain sustainable. While the community comes together to organize interest and 

to identify potential for creating a fund for the project, ATDER-BL conducts feasibility studies 

of the potential site for the project (Interviewee, ATDER-BL Admin, 008, 2016).  

The contribution made by the community members to the fund can either be paid through 

a monetary contribution or through their labour in completing the project. The fund collected by 

the community is added to the other funding sources that ATDER-BL procures for the project. In 

most cases this is either a donation or a loan agreement with the municipal or national 

government, or an international donation. The fund is initially administered by ATDER-BL 

during the construction phase of the project to buy materials to build the machinery, to pay the 

workers and to train community members. After the project is constructed, control and 

management of the fund is transferred over to the members of the community elected to the junta 

directive, the managerial group, that organizes tasks once the project is online (Interviewee, 

ATDER-BL Admin, 002, 2016).  

In terms of operations, the electricity services are owned, managed and maintained in 

common by the community. For maintenance, a fund is collected annually to cover estimated 

expenses, and for general re-investment. The amount collected is considered to be affordable by 

residents and can be paid over the year or in monthly installments. In the four years that the 

project has been online, the communities have never had a problem with the fund or community 

members paying into it and usually carry a small surplus over to the next year (Interviewee, 

Treasurer, 006, 2016).  
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Surplus Value and Additional Benefits 

 There is a great deal of surplus value produced in the local economy in these 

communities because the energy generation is owned in common by the community members. 

The investment in a renewable source of generation, the water running in the El Cua river means 

that they produce energy without fuel costs, which helps the community retain capital that would 

have otherwise went to paying for diesel in the community. Moreover, capital retained from local 

ownership has also resulted in many additional benefits for these communities.  

Conducting feasibility studies for potential water sources has led to discovering sources 

of fresh water in the mountains that are valuable for drinking water in the communities. Prior to 

this, community members had to gather water from the Bocay River which has become 

contaminated due to overuse, and upstream pollution. Community members believe that this has 

improved health conditions such as diarrhea and mosquito related disease transfer such as 

dengue fever in the community (Interviewee, Operator, 005, 2016).  

When there is a surplus in the electricity fund they carry over an agreed upon portion of 

it, and they use that for other projects in the community. If farmers in the area experience a low 

yield or damage is done to crops either from drought or storms, community members can discuss 

using money from the funds to purchase seed and other instruments to increase crop yield and in 

turn their own subsistence for that year. Moreover, building electrical lines and linking remote 

communities has resulted in the creation of other communal services such as roads and 

communal sanitation services. If the development continues this leads to new businesses and 

growth in the communities. These communities are looking forward to getting recognized by the 

municipalities as established communities so that they can also receive funds to have school and 

health services from the national government in their communities.  
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Employment  

 The hydro-electric projects in the community have created several opportunities for 

employment for both skilled and unskilled labour in the area. Some of those roles include 

machinists, engineers, agronomists, accountants, administrators and various community 

leadership roles. ATDER-BL has always prioritized local training because it has always been 

more cost efficient and resulted in better quality work. For example, the small-scale hydro 

turbines that the government organized as part of the Renewable Energy for Rural Zones 

(PERZA) program in 2003 in partnership with the World Bank Group and the International 

Development Association were not as successful because they didn’t understand the importance 

of training. The government sent workers, linesmen and engineers from Managua to work on 

these projects who do not have the same commitment or stake as the community members 

because they will not be the ones using the electricity when they’re finished. To them the work is 

just another job. Their incentive for completing the job is completely different. This can lead to 

poor work that soon presents problems for those using the machines (Interviewee, ATDER-BL 

Admin, 008, 2016).  

The training that ATDER-BL provides takes into account that the people they are 

working with have only had experiences with farming, carpentry tools, masonry or welding and 

are usually not university educated. Many of the community members involved in these projects 

have not completed high school. In ATDER-BL’s experience though, not having gone through 

the formal school system is not an impediment to learning a new skill. Most often, challenges 

that present themselves reside with the teacher’s failure to identify transferable skills and 

knowledge that the person may already possess in order to create confidence in the learner to 

absorb and learn the new material. Moreover, when people obtain these new skills they can often 
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use them to create other employment for themselves in new businesses, or in acquiring jobs 

outside the community which is an additional benefit (Interviewee, Treasurer, 006, 2016). 

Emergent Energy Democracy Themes Arising from the Case Study 
 

Democratization and Solidarity  

 El Cua is a rural area that fell outside national development plans that heavily focused on 

urban areas for electricity development. Working together in solidarity was the only way to 

achieve access to electricity. Democratic processes and solidarity went hand in hand from the 

outset of the project. Moreover, a commitment to democratic values including participation, 

equity and transparency were more important to these communities because a commitment to 

these principles was often lacking in their own national and municipal governments. One 

participant stated, “…here in Nicaragua, democracy is not really a strong thing, it’s not really 

here, but it’s great to see it in these communities. I like to see how they work and come together 

like they do, it’s hopeful” (Interviewee, ATDER-BL Admin, 002, 2016). 

Solidarity has been fostered greatly through the shared experience of labouring for and 

realizing the project. For example, in the 1990’s, when the very first hydro-electric plant in San 

Jose de Bocay was being constructed, the Director of ATDER-BL, was working for the Instituto 

Nicaraguense de Electricidad (INE) as a project manager. She came to the project and started 

organizing ATDER-BL after the project founder Benjamin Linder, was murdered by the Contras 

while working on the dam that was supported by members in the Sandinista movement. At that 

time, the communities did not have the resources, tools or skills they needed to organize 

themselves. 

 Not only were communities putting pieces back together, still having to deal with 

rationing and a lack of access to staple food products, El Cua had always been a Sandinista 
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strong hold and there was a huge migration from the region where men left to fight in the war 

and women stayed in the towns for a period of time. Nearing the end of the 1980’s when the war 

finished, they came back to start their farms again and re-build their lives. In these early days, the 

founding Director and a few engineers from Managua volunteered to help train people and get 

the project back online. Farmers and masons became engineers.  People in the community 

worked for three plates of rice and beans a day to turn Linder’s idea into a reality. This 

experience nurtured pride, mutual respect and trust among community members, serving as a 

strong foundation that made this early project so sustainable.   

For every project that has come after, beginning with solidarity is the key to completing 

and maintaining the project. Each community needs this to sustain motivation and desire to see 

the project through, and this has not always been the case.  

ATDER-BL would speak with the communities that lived around a water source with 

significant potential and the communities were not always very participatory or motivated in the 

beginning. A few great sites were abandoned initially because the community did not want to 

participate. Yet, as ATDER-BL started having success with a few communities that expressed 

interest, others were impressed to see the level of transparency and communication that went into 

it and they started to imagine and believe in possibilities for their communities. One of the 

founding Directors recounted the insight she gained from those early days stating, “They have an 

idea, and they are near a little stream, first people have to see the ideas as something that they 

want (Interviewee, ATDER-BL Admin, 008, 2016).”  

Over the next three decades, ATDER-BL set up educational spaces for machinists, 

engineers, agronomists and other related jobs for members of the community that wanted to 

participate in the projects. The work to be done was a centralizing force in the community that 
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people gravitated to, and it built new connections and relationships between people. New aspects 

of community were built out of the willingness and desire of people in the area who wanted to 

participate. Now the communities are much more organized, motivated and they have their own 

committees and solicit the demands themselves. It’s an active engagement that goes hand in hand 

with the very political and consensus oriented spaces they have created for decision-making.  

Throughout the year people also participate in assemblies. The junta meets every three 

months depending on necessity and there is one general assembly every six months for all 

members of the community to participate in. The assemblies work around the agricultural cycle. 

There are periods where the time of the community members is more valuable to their work so 

they cannot involve themselves as much in the project, so the assemblies do not usually gather in 

March, April, July or August unless it is an emergency.   

The general assemblies usually include discussions about usage and capacity, materials 

that need to be purchased or small maintenance jobs that will need to be done that might require 

the involvement of more than just the operations person in the junta directive. This could include 

cutting down a rotting tree near the electrical lines, clearing brush or cleaning out sections of the 

turbine.  Attendance and engagement in these assemblies is very high in the communities 

(Interviewee, President, 007, 2016).  

Equitable Access 

 For most of the community members involved in the project this was the first time they 

had ever had access to electricity in their homes. Thus, equitable access to electricity was an 

even more important principle of service provision than sufficient access. These communities 

have historically been marginalized by national priorities to develop urban centers first. This has 

shaped a mentality around provision that prioritizes giving everyone access to electricity.  For 
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instance, in the community of San Antonia, which is part of the ATDER-BL network, the story 

of how their community project got started illustrates the focus on equitable access. Originally 

there was a group of eight families that showed interest in the project, but over the span of a 

couple of months a few other families north of the original site approached the community 

asking to participate. Project plans were redrawn and re-scaled to expand capacity to include 

these families. The project took a little longer to complete and was a bit more expensive but 

including those members that wanted to participate was a priority (Interviewee, President, 007, 

2016). 

Moreover, community members do not pay per kWh as is customary in most electricity 

provision arrangements because in this community they are not selling a commodity to 

customers. Since water runs freely in the stream that they partially re-routed to generate 

electricity, the source of the electricity is now free. The community is paying into a collection 

fund either monthly or annually for work related to maintenance and operations. For example, in 

2016 the fund was collected from all of the community members which is approximately 64 

family households. The contribution amounted to approximately $US67 per household on 

average for that year. Yet, not all the community members pay the same amount into the fund. 

People that make more money are expected, and have agreed to, pay slightly more than those 

that make less so that all families in the community can participate. For example, from one year 

to the next some farmer’s crops fare better than others, and this means that they make more 

money at market and are in a better position to contribute. They do this willingly because each 

family is subject to the same risks and the farmer that pays more in one year may contribute less 

the next (Interviewee, Treasurer, 006, 2016).  
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Democratizing energy provision in this way has had a profound effect on community ties 

in the region and has improved the opportunities people have to access electricity. Many people 

recounted stories of how having electricity made life much easier for them. Whether it be having 

access to light during night hours or refrigeration, most people were very happy to have 

participated in these projects for the positive outcome it brought to their life.  

The demands for the projects are constantly growing, and there are always people that do 

not have access that want it. There are approximately 1800 people that still live without 

electricity just outside of the town of El Cua, for example. Sometimes, it just is not feasible to 

undertake such extensions and alternatives have to be sought out. Access to electricity is 

determined by the willingness and desire of the community to participate in the project, the 

feasibility of the generation source – either hydro or solar – that is present, and the financing 

available. Of the three communities in the ATDER-BL project, all the generation plants still had 

capacity for more families to relocate and join the community if needed. Moreover, for those 

1800 people that currently live without electricity, ATDER-BL is conducting feasibility studies 

for a solar generation project in conjunction with the municipality, but the project has largely 

been stalled due to funding. Last year they installed 350 solar panels around the watershed in El 

Bote, because the farms located there are dispersed and are not near a significant source of water. 

In this case the people collected around 25 per cent of the cost of the project with the rest of the 

donation coming from international donors (Interviewee, ATDER-BL Admin, 008, 2016). 

In terms of quality of access, when the projects were first completed, the community 

went through a growing period where interruptions would happen, restrictions to usage needed to 

be put in place and operating the machinery was not as smooth as hoped. Over time the 

connection has improved. Now, any issues that happen are usually related to weather patterns. 
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For instance, in the dry season there is a restriction on usage from 7 am to 1 pm in the 

communities because water supply is at its lowest and can risk tripping the machine, or 

sometimes there are strong gusts of wind or storms that knock out lines and poles that then need 

to be repaired. This usually means that lights are turned off but you can keep your refrigerator 

running (Interviewee, Operator, 005, 2016). 

Respect for Ecology  

 The approach taken in this community to developing hydro-generation was done in a way 

that respects the important interconnection and dependency of human life on the ecosystem. 

Projects are careful not to contaminate or endanger the ecosystem. When projects first come 

together there are sometimes conflicts that arise. For instance, projects need to be located near 

the potential water source, and the area may conflict with a farmer who is growing crops or a 

family who is living nearby who may be disrupted by the construction. Keeping an open line of 

communication with people in the community fosters mutual respect among people, and 

negotiating a compromise is not usually very difficult (Interviewee, ATDER-BL Admin, 002, 

2016). The community discusses the disruption and those that may be effected are usually 

provided financial compensation for any damage done or loss of a planted crop. Usually these 

crops are owned by farmers that are also members of the community so they will have an added 

incentive to develop a consensus because they will be benefiting from the electricity the 

generation unit will produce.  

Unlike the mega scale of the hydro generators that provide energy to the cooperative in 

Costa Rica, the scale of the micro-hydro turbine does not cause any known damage to the plant, 

animal and people that also use the waterway. Protecting water is very important in the 

community because of the previous experiences with contamination and a lack of access to clean 
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drinking water. This is exemplified in the fact that they have co-created drinking water units 

alongside generation. Moreover, when they construct these units, they are not artificially creating 

a drop or water fall which is the initial source of kinetic energy that is later transformed into 

electricity by the turbine. They map and look for naturally existing drops in the water resources 

that have the potential to create enough head to sustain electricity generation (Interviewee, 

Operator, 005, 2016).  

Moreover, ATDER-BL has purchased a lot of land for conservation and for protection in 

and around these water ways to protect the resource. Some of the jobs that have been created 

work within the areas of conservation and revitalisation because a focus on protection is such an 

important part of the generation projects. They work to keep the ground water surrounding them 

healthy for the future, so community members have learned about where best to plant crops, and 

which crops to plant so that ground water is protected, which in turn lends a hand to their ability 

to subsist on the same land year after year.  

ATDER-BL also supports tree planting initiatives to protect against soil erosion. They 

have produced multiple studies regarding forest burning as well and have found that it has a 

negative impact on the quantity and quality of the water supply, so there have been initiatives to 

curb this (although these particular initiatives have been slow to arrive, primarily, because forest 

burning has always been an important part of their survival in the region). As land settlers, 

burning the forest has always been a positive thing. In the beginning, they needed to drive back 

the wild life and mountain lions that would kill their children. Living in a rural area you are 

conscious that part of growing the forest back means those threats and struggles return with it, 

threatening their crops, livestock and their livelihoods. This is something an urban population 
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does not often consider because they do not live in the forest. For them, the forest is a beautiful 

landscape that provides an optimal photo back drop or a guided tour for the afternoon.  

Furthermore, sometimes there is rationing involved with the energy generated because 

the production of it has to work within the water cycle. The consumption habits of community 

members and the culture they have developed around electricity makes it much easier for them to 

work with the eco-system, and these periods of rationing are not a great source of difficulty or 

disruption for them. 

 

Democratizing Energy in Costa Rica: COOPEALFARORUIZ  
 

COOPEALFARORUIZ (CAR) was established as a cooperative in 1972 as part of a 

national program to improve rural electrification in Costa Rica. Before that, there were a few 

different private service providers that provided electricity to some parts of the community. 

Though the cooperative was created officially by the ICE, it started with a community of people 

living in a rural area who were frustrated from being shut out of national projects because they 

did not reside in the more prioritized urban areas. The economy in Zarcero has always depended 

upon the health of the agricultural sector, and bringing electricity to the region would aid in 

modernizing the sector and making it more competitive (Robson 2011). In Zarcero, this 

frustration and desire to bring electricity to the region lead to the formation of the Comité de 

Electrificación de Alfaro Ruiz (Committee for Electrification of Alfaro Ruiz). This committee 

organized the community to lobby the ICE in support of forming a cooperative to give them 

more control over the service and to be able to raise capital more quickly for the project (CAR 

2015). Deciding to establish Cooperatives in Costa Rica was very much a collaborative 

arrangement from the start. CAR is the smallest cooperative of the four in Costa Rica, with a 
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member base of only 5000 people. CAR is also one of the four members that makes up the 

consortium of cooperatives called CONELECTRICAS, which acts as a broker with the national 

government to represent the interests of the cooperatives and serves as another avenue whereby 

the cooperatives can pool resources to realise projects.  

Today, CAR is a widely-respected success story and a source of pride for the 

communities in the province of Alfaro Ruiz. In 2015, CAR received a score of 94.9 per cent in a 

nationwide survey on the quality of electricity provision by Costa Rica’s electricity utility 

regulator ARESEP –the highest of any other service provider in Costa Rica (CAR 2015). As a 

community institution, CAR provides a service at cost and is not for profit. Electricity provision 

is organized around principles such as, mutual respect, social responsibility, democracy, equality, 

equity, solidarity, honesty and transparency, and self-sufficiency (Interviewee, Manager, 011, 

2017; CAR 2015). The first theme that I explore here is how participation is shaped in the 

cooperative’s provision model. 

Original Energy Democracy Themes found in the Case Study 
 

Participation 

 Participation is an important part of taking control and ownership of electricity provision 

in the energy democracy framework, and it is an important part of electricity provision at CAR 

There are a few different roles that serve to give people access to participate. In the decision-

making process, the associates are at the center. They elect representatives to form the body of 

directives that represent the community. CAR has 140 delegates that come from across the 

district. Participation in elections and working with representatives has evolved over time to be 

more inclusive. With the advent of more communication and publicity tools for these elections, 

such as the internet and telephone lines, people are less incapacitated by geography and are more 
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involved, and the cooperative finds that they have a more diverse selection of people being 

elected now, rather than the same faces as it was in the earlier days of the cooperative 

(Interviewee, Manager, 002, 2017). 

The delegates meet once a year at a general assembly to discuss the future of the 

cooperative, and at other times if necessary. According to my interviews, most of the 13,000 

users in the district of Alfaro Ruiz do not actively participate in decision-making on an annual 

basis. They are welcome to attend the general assembly and voice concerns, but these assemblies 

are generally quiet and routine, and most people do not feel the need to attend. Moreover, the 

representative of the community that does attend the assembly on their behalf relays the 

information back to the community in a smaller more informal setting that community members 

often participate in. People are also able to voice concerns through other formal measures such as 

contacting the cooperative and filing a complaint or petition, or informal measures such as using 

media or protesting. This means that users participate most often in what are often considered 

mundane tasks surrounding energy, but are actually very important to operations. This 

conception of participation differs greatly from the way that it was conceptualized by groups in 

the North. These actions include things like paying their electricity bills every month, soliciting 

and participating in feasibility studies on their property for electricity connections, monitoring 

and thinking about their consumption, and actively taking steps to reduce usage by consciously 

turning off or unplugging lights or apparatuses that are not in use. Sometimes, they even 

participate through alerting the line workers to problems they are having or general issues with 

the infrastructure that help the cooperative detect problems before they become more serious.  

This kind of participation is often overlooked as important in comparison to the more 

heavily romanticized idea of participation such as voting, attending meetings, or joining 
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committees, but they are important actions made by the community that should be celebrated. 

The cooperative sees these actions as very important. CAR, in conjunction with the other 

cooperatives that make up CONELECTRICA, have made a commitment to campaigning for 

responsible usage among the users, because of the pressures the country is experiencing with 

lower water tables and their dependency on hydroelectricity. Moreover, they are also lobbying 

the ICE to have legislation changed to incentivize responsible usage (CONELECTRICA 2013).  

Collective Property Ownership 

 The cooperative model decentralizes the ownership and control over electricity 

generation and distribution using a variety of representative and direct democracy strategies. The 

cooperative is not for profit and is owned by the community, though there are limitations to who 

can be an associate of the cooperative. An associate is a land-owner who solicits the electricity 

connection and in doing so buys into the cooperative as a member (Interviewee, Manager, 002, 

2017). Thus, users in Zarcero who live in apartment buildings and pay electricity bills and are 

registered users with an account at CAR are not considered associates because they cannot own 

the right to the physical connection without owning the right to the land.  

In Zarcero there is a population of approximately 13,000 electricity users, 5,000 of which 

are associates who have a stake in the cooperative. Theoretically this could present problems of 

equal access to decision-making power. In this arrangement, the voices of the property owners 

have a greater opportunity to impact decision-making than the other citizens because they are 

also the land owners. However, this has not been the experience in practise in Zarcero according 

to my interviews. Associates appear to be responsible representatives, while information and 

attendance at public meetings is open to every citizen (Interviewee, Manager, 002, 2017; 

Interviewee, User-Member, 008, 2016).  
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In terms of control, CAR is not the most autonomous of the four cooperatives. Due to its 

geographical location, it is not near any major source of generation, which means it is completely 

dependent on generation that is connected to the national grid. Moreover, CAR has very little 

control over how much the service costs. Prices are dictated for all service providers by the 

national regulatory board, ARESEP.  Also, prices are differentiated based on factors that effect 

the costs the cooperative incurs, such as location, land purchase, or water conservation, so each 

cooperative charges a slightly different price as dictated by ARESEP and agreed upon via the 

members.  

Communication with ARESEP is constant and well maintained. ARESEP is one of the 

main sources of the funding for projects the cooperative wants to take on that may fall outside of 

the amount collected from the users each month for re-investment. For example, the general 

manager of CAR explained that just recently they had made an arrangement with the ICE to 

upcycle a section of transmission infrastructure that they decided to abandon for another project. 

The ICE dismantled the infrastructure and donated it to CAR to help with one of their projects 

(Interviewee, Manager, 011, 2017). These kinds of arrangements between the cooperatives and 

the ICE are not uncommon.  

ARESEP also has a national energy plan that dictates the agenda of the cooperatives to 

some extent as well. The plan outlines important developments in the sector such as coverage 

areas, the expansion of transmission lines and other projects. If, for instance, there are no street 

lamps in a particular region that would be considered a national project and CAR would execute 

what ARSEP had outlined for installing and servicing them in order to keep uniformity in this 

particular aspect of electricity service across all of Costa Rica. Although at times CAR can feel 

constrained by the regulations set by ARESEP they also appreciate having a good connection 
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with the ICE because it works to help them out when they need it (Interviewee, Manager, 002, 

2017). It is a good example of the importance of inter-institutional cooperation in the 

relationships around service provision. 

Surplus Value and Additional Benefits  

Surplus value creation is an important part of the cooperative model. Surplus-value 

production is understood here as the task of generating and retaining variable and constant 

capital assets under the control of the community to increase added value in local energy 

economies.  In this case, most of the assets, such as the transmission lines, property and 

technology are collectively owned, but the actual energy generation asset is not owned by the 

cooperative. However, it is still a public asset insofar as it is owned by the state. Electricity 

generation was never fully privatised in Costa Rica and is owned and controlled for the most part 

by the ICE, thus the members of the cooperative still have the experience of participating and 

paying into a system that benefits their national economy when they purchase energy from the 

cooperative. This dependency is largely because of the geographical location of the cooperative. 

It is not located near any significant source of water to produce hydro-electricity; thus, a 

development project was never really considered at the beginning of the project. However, this is 

changing. In the future, the cooperative has plans to develop a solar generation facility, to 

increase autonomy and revenue for the cooperative.  

Revenue that has been retained in the community as a result of this cooperative 

ownership structure has produced additional benefits in the community. The cooperative is one 

of the biggest organizations that connects citizens in the community, and the cooperative 

sometimes organizes initiatives outside of electricity provision, using surpluses they have 

generated. They have implemented both re-forestation and water conservation programming in 
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the past and in 2017, CAR and the municipality of Zarcero announced that they will be installing 

free Wi-Fi in the central park in the town to foster inclusion and improve access to the internet as 

a public service.  

Employment 

Establishing the cooperative in the 1970’s was also important because it secured 

employment opportunities in the area. It was not the lines workers from the ICE that came to 

Zarcero from the capital to lay lines and leave once the job was done. It was the residents of 

Alfaro Ruiz who received training to fulfill these roles (Interviewee, Worker, 009, 2016). CAR 

continues to focus on regular training for its employees as well. For example, the cooperative is 

focusing on updating and digitizing many outdated and manual processes, such as the billing 

process, to improve the experience of the users. To achieve this, it is offering training to existing 

staff and creating new roles to help with this transition. Moreover, many people who work in the 

electricity portion of the cooperative have, either in the past or still today, fulfill roles in 

telecommunications. For example, a videographer that works for ZTV, the television network in 

Zarcero, also works as an accounts representative in the electricity service department at CAR to 

offset days that his skills in video production are not needed (Interviewee, Administration, 003, 

2016). 

Emergent Energy Democracy Themes Arising from the Case Study 
 

Democratization and Solidarity   

Another energy democracy theme focused on by groups in Northern countries was the 

idea of democratization, which generally involves including users in decision-making processes 

and operations. In the case of this cooperative, solidarity is perhaps a better description of how 
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people approach energy provision. Solidarity was seen by many as an integral part of the project 

from the outset and an important part of daily operations, speaking to how the process of 

democratization was carried out and the force behind the actions that keep democratic processes 

functioning so efficiently in the cooperative.   

Together, democracy and solidarity are two important foundational principles that guide 

provision at CAR.  Electricity is not just a commodity, and people are not just consumers, but 

also citizens in this relationship. This means that the social and political aspects of electricity 

distribution are considered along with the economic aspect of distribution. This is evident even 

in daily speech where users are referred to as associates and not clients, or in the relationship the 

cooperative has with the community members described by some of the line workers in my 

interviews. The crew that maintains and inspects the physical infrastructure has the most contact 

with the community on a daily basis. Their relationship was described as very social. Over the 

years the community has developed trust, confidence and respect for the work that they do 

(Interviewee, Worker, 009, 2016).  

 Communication and a sense of working in unity is essential to sustaining this 

relationship and realising projects together. For example, four years ago the cooperative initiated 

a discussion about buying a farm that had suffered from de-forestation over the years and was 

contributing to crop loss from soil erosion and a loss of plant and animal species in the area. The 

proposal was discussed and it was agreed that an additional small fee would be applied to the 

electricity tariff to help re-coup the cost of the initiative. It exemplifies the importance of 

solidarity and having a shared sense of unity between members. This way the benefit for all 

offsets the individual burden of paying more for electricity. It seems that most people are willing 

to do this, because they know they are doing it for the benefit of everyone.    
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It is important to keep in mind that, as with any initiative that involves organizing people 

together, there are challenges that will test the unification between the members in the 

cooperative.  For this reason, it is important to make transparency, honesty and consensual 

decision-making a central part of any initiative. These are among the values that the cooperatives 

mandate is guided by because they are also essential to fostering solidarity. If concerns or 

disagreements are left undiscussed they start to erode solidarity. The formal democratic 

processes, such as voting, public hearings, and general assemblies risk becoming ineffective if 

the people that make them up do not have a strong motivation and sense of solidarity to actively 

participate in what could become rather hollow ‘democratic’ processes (Interviewee, Manager, 

011, 2017).   

 Equitable Access 

Another original theme I investigated was that of sufficient access. Through the 

interviews I conducted at CAR, and through exploring the cooperatives mandate, I found that 

this model focused more on delivering ‘equitable’ access though sufficient access was also 

important. 

In terms of a physical connection to electricity, CAR takes a step in the right direction by 

providing subsidies for lower income families. Moreover, if someone cannot afford to pay their 

bill, CAR has a process for recouping late payments. A person’s service would never be cut as 

long as there is communication between the user and the cooperative. CAR first responds with a 

notification of the late payment. If the user does not respond by the next pay period CAR applies 

a fee to the outstanding balance. If several attempts to contact the user after that fail, the service 

could be cut depending on the case. Cutting electricity connections is a very rare occurrence for 

the cooperative though, and it has never occurred in a residential case. It is estimated that since 
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the beginning of operations in 1972, less than ten connections have actually been suspended and 

they were commercial connections (Interviewee, Manager, 002, 2017; Interviewee, 

Administration, 004, 2016, 004).  

Great emphasis is placed on establishing communication with people. This is different 

than the mentality that would develop if CAR were a for-profit private initiative. In that scenario, 

the provider would likely pre-conceive the user as a potential free-rider, or as individually 

responsible for their failure to pay. In this case, the principles of mutual respect, social 

responsibility, democracy, equality, equity, solidarity, honesty and transparency, and self-

sufficiency guide service provision, and this fosters mutual respect and solidarity with citizens it 

serves.  

Another way that CAR works to achieve equitable access is by providing electricity at 

cost, which makes it more affordable. Yet, there are still some in the countryside that lack a 

physical connection, either because the terrain prevents transmission lines from being laid or the 

residence is so far back from existing lines that a connection does not make financial sense. In 

some cases, such as with a few small rural indigenous communities in Northern Zarcero, they 

prefer to rely on other fuel sources such as biomass (wood fuel) for their subsistence and 

apparently do not want an electrical connection (Interviewee, Worker, 009, 2016). The quality of 

service is also very highly regarded. There are almost never any blackouts, and scheduled 

maintenance that may effect some areas, such as when transmission lines are being changed or 

transformers are being replaced, is communicated well in advance and runs pretty much on 

schedule (Interviewee, User-Member, 008, 2016).  
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Respect for Ecology 

The commitment to a respect for ecology in the provision of electricity means 

understanding the relationship that human beings have with the earth as cyclical and 

interdependent and trying to provide the service in a way that protects the well-being and 

sustainability of those relationships. A point of contention in this regard for many people, was 

Costa Rica’s predominate generation source. The biggest concern voiced in the interviews I had 

was the dependency Costa Rica has developed on hydro dams for electricity production. Most 

considered it a renewable source, but just barely. For example, one Account Representative 

recounted the public tour she took of the newly built Reventazón hydro dam, which is also one of 

the dams that sources electricity in Zarcero. Initially she was excited, but seeing the dam revived 

mixed emotions. She felt it was very plain to see that the dam took away water for people and 

animals in the area (Interviewee, Administration, 004, 2016). As CAR is dependent on electricity 

from the national grid, they are implicated by having to use the electricity from Reventazón and 

other mega-scale hydro dams like it in the country, so it is an issue that a lot of people say they 

think about.  

Conclusion 
 

Prioritizing democratic principles such as participation, equity, solidarity, and 

transparency has greatly improved the experience people have using electricity in both case 

studies. It has not only made a physical connection for many a reality but it has also improved 

the quality of service provision. Moreover, it has built community and unity among people and 

improved community spirit and the quality of life in these communities. These are important 

kinds of projects to explore at this time because of the global spotlight on energy due to the 

transition away from fossil fuels. The global push to transition to renewables has become a very 
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important part of politics, economic policy and social organizing around energy in Costa Rica 

and Nicaragua. Exploring the experience of these communities has shed light on important 

values and principles that I think serve as a valuable contribution to the energy democracy 

imaginary, such as the importance of solidarity, mutual respect and an ecological outlook that 

understands humanity as a dependent but integral part of earth’s ecosystem.  

In the next chapter, I re-cap the findings presented thus far and highlight the key points 

learned from these case studies about democratizing energy in a marketized world and what 

could be done to advance this movement. This minifesto of ideas will hopefully contribute to 

ongoing efforts to democratize energy and build meaningful solidarity between like-minded 

people in the Global South and the Global North trying to realise mutually respectful and non-

exploitative post-carbon futures.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusion – Democratizing Energy in a Marketized World 
 

This thesis has endeavored to explore the complexities involved with imagining 

democratic energy provision in a massive globalized energy ecosystem considering pressing 

concerns due to climatic changes and transitioning from fossil fuels. It has attempted to consider 

the context, experience, motivation and imaginary in both the Global North and the Global 

South, in hopes that a comparison could facilitate more unified solidarity in movements across 

space. The thesis has also aimed to stimulate ideas and reveal possibilities from the experience in 

the Global South that citizens of powerful countries in the Global North can learn from.  

The forces of an expanding global energy economy are increasingly influencing the way 

that we can access and consume energy to live our lives. Local interactions cannot be understood 

by an isolated analysis without considering the larger structural conditions that implicate them. 

Here I would like to highlight a handful of important points that can be drawn from this inquiry 

that I hope will inform new possibilities for democratizing energy and creating post-carbon 

futures. 

1. Technology transfer is not enough 

 The transition to renewables is heavily focused on investing in technologies, such as wind 

turbines and solar panels, to solve the problem of climate change. I have illustrated that this is 

true in the case of Northern OECD countries such as Germany, just as it is in Southern non-

OECD countries like Nicaragua and Costa Rica. I have also problematized this point and 

highlighted the discontent and the environmental damage that continues to grow because this 

limited technocratic view. From the investment and construction of new coal alongside wind 

farms to generate an energy surplus in Germany, to the continued development of mega scale 
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hydro dams in Costa Rica, little consideration on a global scale has gone into transitioning the 

exploitative social, political and economic relations that govern our energy production and 

consumption. As Chapter Two and Three explore explicitly, a change in the governing apparatus 

and economic policy to reflect more democratic, and equitable participation in not only decision-

making processes and technology but about larger changes to the economy. Otherwise, 

marketized solutions such as the Clean Development Mechanism (CDM) will continue to exploit 

the powerless and allow international oil exploitation companies, such as Mabanaft in Nicaragua, 

to pay for their pollution rather than eliminating it. The insatiable quest for growth, profit and the 

creation of more and more surplus value for capital accumulation is the real root of the problem. 

We rapidly need to transition from a growth focused capitalist economy, and not just from fossil 

fuels.   

2. Resist the urge to capitalize on a market disruption 

New small-scale technologies are exciting. They are providing millions of people 

with the opportunity to become self-sufficient and to take greater control over energy 

production and consumption in their homes and in their communities. However, they are 

also fueling a digital revolution in traditional networked electric utility services that is 

opening up a brand-new space for private capital accumulation. It may feel like the solar 

panel you just installed on your home is only a micro part of a much larger energy 

economy that could not possibly cause any problems. Do not underestimate its potential 

to contribute to global exploitation however. Being informed and understanding the role 

your participation plays in this transition is important, to ensure that the same mistakes 

are not repeated. Resist the urge to capitalize on a market disruption so that you can 

profit from it. As the case studies in Chapter Four illustrate, generating electricity for 
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subsistence on the basis of mutual respect for people and the environment is an 

important aim in itself. Moreover, concentrating on cutting a profit takes valuable energy 

and focus away from more important values such as mutual respect. Ultimately more 

people will benefit from a development project if making a profit is not its main concern.  

Marketized solutions only prioritize money and will always result in exploitation. 

So far it is not being questioned enough how physically operating in various local places 

around the world is impacting the global exploitation of human beings and natural 

resources in the Global South. For example, mining for the metals that go into the 

production of millions of household solar panels and residential wind turbines largely 

originates from countries in the Global South, including Latin America. As the localised 

and decentralized renewable energy market grows, so does the demand for mining and 

other exploitative industries along with it. Moreover, if only the experiences of local 

spaces in the Global North come to monopolize the global energy democracy imaginary, 

important considerations such as this could be overlooked or down played. 

3. Organizing around shared values may generate greater inclusion 

Chapter Two highlighted many different types of energy democracy that have sprung up 

in different places around the world, illustrating its dynamism as well as its lack of clarity. The 

term is broad enough that it can facilitate adaption by many groups in different contexts, but I 

illustrate that this results in scattered ideas, some incompatible, such as the focus on market 

solutions versus non-market solutions of groups using the same term. Rather than prioritizing the 

term itself, it may generate greater inclusion if people organize around shared values and 

principles that the term represents. For example, as I highlighted with my case studies in Chapter 

Four, the similarities in the struggles, principles and contexts between some groups organizing in 
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Northern countries around the ownership and control of energy and those in Nicaragua and Costa 

Rica also suggests that doing more to connect their struggles would strengthen their resistance 

and improve their chances of achieving the post-carbon futures they imagine.  

Although groups organizing around energy in this region are not using the term energy 

democracy, the principles, priorities, motivations and experiences they embody are all things 

present to some degree in the energy democracy imaginary being developed in Europe and North 

America. I think that including the experiences and prioritises of these kinds of cases, regardless 

of whether they organize under the energy democracy umbrella, enhances possibilities for 

greater solidarity and opens up dialogue for strategic learning.  

Some have argued that “the question to ask is how the energy democracy imaginary can 

be made relevant to the questions and priorities of struggles in the Global South, so that those 

who deploy the concept can cultivate solidarity and so the concept can be rendered more useful 

for southern struggles, should southern activists decide that they want to explore ways of using 

or adapting it (“Towards Energy Democracy” 2016).”  This is potentially a very damaging 

approach because it prioritizes the term over uniting those acting on what it represents, whatever 

they call it –if they call it anything at all. Given existing unequitable power relations, this will 

privilege the experience and motivations of initiatives in the Global North. We cannot talk about 

energy democracy, or re-claiming power in the Global North without implicating the Global 

South in our ideas and imaginaries for post-carbon futures. Though initiatives and efforts in other 

places might not be called energy democracy, there are many groups and people that share 

similar underlying principles that have lead them to democratize energy.  
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4. People are a powerful force 

The renewable energy projects studied in Chapter Four and the exploration of the energy 

democracy movement in Chapter One illustrate that when people work together they generate a 

powerful force. In the example of the creation of RENOVABLES lead by Nicaraguan civil 

society actors with the government and the international community, and the example of strong 

social movements and citizen participation in Costa Rica that managed to thwart privatization 

attempts in the electricity sector for the past 30 years, we see that lines between actors and roles 

often blur and can cooperate. It is easy to forget that there are people and citizens that make up 

our governments, like there are people and citizens in our idea of what constitutes civil society. 

As Day (2005) explains of Foucault’s governmentality thesis, “we are not governed by 

‘institutions’ apart from ourselves, by a ‘state’ set over against ‘civil society’. Rather we all 

govern each other via a complex web of capillary relations of power” (Day 2005, 125). Though 

terms like civil society are often helpful analytical tools to come to understand complex social 

relations, such as in the case of the global interconnected energy ecosystem, there is a potential 

ally in any one person, and fostering relationships with other people by working in solidarity can 

help generate an important affinity (Day 2005). As we saw with the community members in El 

Cua and their relationship with ATDER-BL, this nurtures longevity and sustainability in energy 

projects. 

In terms of the renewable energy transition, there are many technological instruments, 

ownership arrangements and scalar considerations that we will have to navigate to help us realize 

and operationalize this power that is created by nurturing healthy honest relationships. Yet, 

democratizing energy and reclaiming ‘power’ ultimately comes down to the conscious 
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realization of the power in those relationships, and how we can start to make them work for 

people and the earth – and not for profit. 
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Appendix A: Interview Guide and Sample Questions 

 

Interview 

Timeline 

Phase Approach Interview Guide and Sample Questions 

 
Topic Sample Questions 

P
R

IM
E

R
 F

A
S

E
 

Introductions and 

Rapport Building 

 

1. Hay esta una definición de Democracia Energética: 

“Democracia Energética se refiere a una situación en 

la que las decisiones que determina el acceso a la 

electricidad están deliberadas en conjunto con la 

comunidad y operada sin fines de lucro para 

garantizar que todos tengan acceso a suficiente 

energía generada con respeto y sin contaminación al 

medio ambiente o daño a la gente.” 

2. ¿Qué opina de esta definición de la Democracia 

Energética? 

3. ¿Hay algo que te hubiera cambiar o incorporar en 

esta definición, en pensando en las operaciones de 

ATDER-BL?  

S
E

G
U

N
D

A
 F

A
S

E
 

Energy Democracy 

Components  

4. ¿De qué maneras la comunidad, los empleados y los 

jefes participar igualmente en el proceso de decidir? 

5. ¿Opina que el proceso de decidir a ATDER-BL 

permita al mayor número de gente más control o 

poder sobre su servicio? ¿Con qué grado? 

¿Cambiarías o añadirías algo? 

6. ¿Quién es el propretor legal del generación, 

transmisión y distribución de los proyectos que 

realiza?  

7. ¿Cómo se decidir derechos de propiedad para cada 

aspecto de prestación? 

8. ¿Cómo opina que los derechos de propiedad efecto el 

poder o el control que la gente tiene sobre su 

servicio?  

9. ¿De qué forma trabaja la organización para asegurar 

acceso universal de electricidad?  

10. ¿Cuáles son las etapas lo más importante en su 

opinión? y ¿Cambiarías o añadirías algo? 

11. ¿Es renovable la tecnología que desarrollo? Explicar  

12. ¿Cómo asegurar su organización que la tecnología 

que desarrollo, no daño la gente o contamina al 

ecosistema?  

13. ¿Cambiarías o añadirías algo?    

14. ¿Cómo se financian las actividades, operaciones y 

tecnología aquí a ATDER-BL? 

15. ¿Cómo se utilizan fondos excedentarios, ingresos 

netos, o donaciones? ¿Opina que cualquieras fundos 
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excedentarios están utilizado para persiguen los 

objetivos de la organización?    

16. ¿Cambiarías o añadirías algo?    

17. ¿Conoces la iniciativa regional de electrificación que 

se llama, Sistema de Interconexión Eléctrica de los 

Países de América Central (SIEPAC)? 

18. ¿Cómo crees que SIEPAC puede afectar la capacidad 

de proveer electricidad democráticamente?  

T
E

R
C

E
R

O
 F

A
S

E
 

Conclusiones, follow-

up and thank you 

19. ¿Te hubiera añadir algo que no hemos platicado con 

respecto del compromiso de la organización a 

proveer electricidad democráticamente? 

20. En caso que escucho la grabación de la entrevista y 

tengo otras preguntas para ti, ¿Le pareciera bien, si 

me comunicará con usted?   
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Appendix B: Letter of Information and Consent Form 

 

“Democracia Energética en Nicaragua y Costa Rica: Estrategias Energéticas 

Alternativas” 

 Boletín de Información  

 

 Le invitamos a participar en un estudio sobre el valor del concepto de la Democracia 

Energética para el desarrollo de la electricidad para mejorar el acceso en Nicaragua y Costa Rica. 

La Democracia Energética se refiere a una situación en la que las decisiones que determina el 

acceso a la electricidad están deliberadas en conjunto con la comunidad y operadas sin fines de 

lucro para garantizar que todos tengan acceso a suficiente energía generada con respeto y sin 

contaminación al medio ambiente o daño a la gente. El objeto de este estudio es explorar, 

analizar y comparar organizaciones que brindan electricidad en una manera democrática con la 

participación de la comunidad, que operan sin fines de lucro y que utilizan energía renovable.  

 

 Este estudio se está realizando por M’Lisa Lee Colbert, M.A Global Development 

Studies, Queen’s University y está supervisado por Dr. David McDonald, Head of Department, 

Global Development Studies. Este estudio es un requisito para completar la carrera M.A Thesis 

Global Development Studies a Queen’s University. 

 

Este estudio pedirá de las perspectivas y experiencias, de los participantes, con 

organizaciones que brindan electricidad en una manera democrática, con la participación de la 

comunidad y que utilizan energía renovable. Los participantes incluirán líderes, miembros de la 

administración, fuerza de trabajo y miembros de la comunidad. Las entrevistas individuales serán 

aproximadamente de 60 minutos y serán realizadas en un lugar agradable para los participantes. 

Podemos hacer preguntas concernientes a sus experiencias profesionales y personales. No se 

requiere que respondan a ninguna pregunta si no se siente cómodo. La entrevista podrá ser 

grabada en audio o video, pero le pediremos su consentimiento previo al inicio de la entrevista.  

 

La participación en esta entrevista es voluntaria y podrá ser detenida en cualquier 

momento, al informársele a la entrevistadora. Los participantes tendrán la opción de negarse a 

responder preguntas o negarse el consentimiento de utilizar cualquier información en cualquier 

momento durante la entrevista. Al fin de la entrevista, todos los participantes serán invitados a 

revisar la información que facilitaron y decidir si hay algo que no quieren sea utilizado para el 

estudio. En cualquier momento después de la entrevista, los participantes pueden revisar, negar o 

cambiar cualquier información del estudio contactando a la investigadora principal dirigiéndose 

a la información de contacto al fin de este formulario. 

 

Cierta información que estaremos colectando podrá incluir información sobre su 

dirección, edad, género y profesión. No será identificados por nombre o por alguna otra 

información personal en la versión final o cualquier publicación de este estudio. Toda y 

cualquier información personal será retenida en un archivo protegido por una contraseña.  

 

La información colectada y grabaciones de video o audio serán retenidas 

indefinidamente, hasta que la información ya no tiene uso o relevancia. Este estudio ha obtenido 
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la autorización de conformidad con los principios de las directrices éticas canadienses y de los 

principios de las directrices éticas de Queen’s University.  

 

Si tiene más preguntas con respeto el estudio, no dude en ponerse en contacto con M’Lisa 

Lee Colbert 14mllc@queensu.ca o Dr. David McDonald dm23@queensu.ca. Si tiene cualquier 

preocupación ética con respeto a su participación en este estudio o como este estudio se realizó, 

no dude en ponerse en contacto con el Presidente del Comité Ética por 01 (613) 533 6081 o 

chair.GREB@queensu.ca.                       
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“Democracia Energética en Nicaragua y Costa Rica: Estrategias Energéticas 

Alternativas” 

Formulario de Consentimiento 

 

Nombre:  

 

 

• He leído el boletín de información y he recibido respuestas adecuadas para cualesquiera 

preguntas que se susciten 

• He entendido que estaré participando en el estudio que se llama: “Democracia Energética 

en Nicaragua y Costa Rica: Estrategias Energéticas Alternativas” 

• He entendido que este significa que se me pedirá participar en una entrevista individual a 

donde se me pedirá revelar información personal y hablar sobre mis experiencias 

personales.     

• He entendido que mi participación en este estudio es voluntaria y puedo retirar en 

cualquier momento. Si, después de mi participación, quiero retirar cualquier información, 

puedo hacerlo de un mes.    

• He entendido que mi privacidad y cualquier información personal sería protegido y la 

confidencialidad sería mantenido ahora y en el futuro.  

• He entendido que cualquier información individualmente identificable será eliminada y 

sustituido con un código. El cual representa mi información no puede ser conectado a mí 

personalmente. 

• He entendido que solo la investigadora principal M’Lisa Lee Colbert y el supervisor de la 

investigación Dr. David McDonald tendrán acceso a los códigos de participantes y 

cualquier información que me puede conectar a la investigación.  

• He entendido que toda la información colectada para la investigación será mantenida en 

un lugar seguro y bajo llave. 

• He entendido que la investigadora principal tiene la intención de compartir la 

información colectada para esta investigación con otros investigadores cuando el estudio 

esté terminado.  

• He entendido que la información colectada puede ser publicada en revistas profesionales 

y publicaciones académicas, pero cualquier forma de diseminación protegerá la 

confidencialidad de los participantes.  

• He entendido que no hay compensación para participar en este estudio 

• He entendido que una copia final del estudio estará disponible a mí. 

• He entendido que, si tengo otras preguntas en respecto del estudio o mi participación en 

el estudio, puedo ponerme en contacto con M’Lisa Lee Colbert 14mllc@queensu.ca o Dr. 

David McDonald dm23@queensu.ca  

• He entendido que, si tengo cualquier preocupación ética con respecto mi participación en 

este estudio o como este estudio se realizó, puedo ponerme en contacto con el Presidente 

del Comité Ética por 01 (613) 533 6081 o chair.GREB@queensu.ca.   
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 Estoy de acuerdo a ser grabado por audio durante la entrevista 

 No estoy de acuerdo a ser grabado por audio durante la entrevista 

 

• He leído y comprendo las declaraciones antes dichas y doy libre mi consentimiento a 

participar en este estudio. 

 

Firma:  Fecha:  
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Appendix C: Ethics Approval 

 

 


