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1. Introduction

In the discourse of sustainability, the local and the community has often occupied a privileged position. Local, collective activity has been cast as the site at which action can be the most effective, most appropriate and most lasting in generating change through empowerment of ordinary people and communities to act collectively for a better future (O’Riordan 2000, DuPuis and Goodman 2005). Whilst effective ‘grassroots’ action for sustainability can be entirely independent of state structures and influence, it is also recognised that a political, governance and policy framework that is supportive of localised, collective ‘community’ action can be important in stimulating, enabling and supporting such activity to happen, spread and prosper.  In this context ideas of multi-scale governance (Bulkeley and Betsill 2005, Evans et al 2004), in which interactions between scales and between multiple actors are central, have been an important development in academic analysis and normative models of effective government.  

Heterogeneity and the use of multiple forms and scales of ‘societal steering’ have also featured in the literature on sustainable transition management (Rip and Kemp 1998, Voss et al 2006). Originating in concerns with technology innovation, this literature has worked with concepts of landscape, regime and niche to conceive a multi-level model of the economic, social, cultural and institutional structures and systems of belief in which technologies are embedded.  Change in these established systems it is argued happens through a process of co-evolution and mutual adaptation of both technology and the system in which it is produced and used. Inherent to this model is the conclusion that for those seeking a shift to a more sustainable technological regime “the task is no longer to control or promote a single technology but to change an integrated system of technologies and social practices” (Kemp et al 1998). 
An important part of the thinking and writing about transition management has been specifically concerned with ‘niches’, involving both the analysis of past attempts to create protected spaces for socio-technical experimentation with novel technologies (Kemp et al 1998; Smith 2006a) and advocacy for policy approaches which can achieve successful ‘strategic niche management’ (SNM). SNM puts forward an approach to effecting the first stages of transition management through the ‘planned sequential development of protected spaces for the development and application of a new technology’ (Kemp et al 1998). Within such niche spaces experiments with different technologies and institutional and infrastructural configurations are carried out, supporting networks and constituencies are established and learning processes enabled. 

In this paper we consider how the localism and grassroots discourses of sustainable development and the niche concepts of transition management may become intertwined, potentially but not necessarily productively as part of the process developing, diffusing and embedding both the hardware and software of sustainable technologies.   We pursue our discussion through examining the recent upsurge of activity in the UK around community renewable energy.  Over the past five years a complex infrastructure of national programmes and networks for supporting and funding local ‘community renewable energy’ action has emerged, driven by multiple policy agendas. This focus on community applications of technology has drawn on longer standing grassroots activism emerging from the alternative technology movement in the UK which always had as one of its key technology foci the development and use of small-scale distributed renewable energy technologies.  Central government policy has supported a rapid growth in community RE projects which on the ground exhibit enormous diversity in their scales, purposes, organisational structures, ownership models and outcomes. 
In this light, recent central government policy to support and grow community renewable energy could be conceived as a particular example and maybe stage of niche management, seeking to connect the long standing but essentially untransformative niche activities of alternative technology activists, with a top down policy change which could serve to enable, extend and accelerate the growth and impact of non-mainstream thinking and technology implementation beyond the grassroots niche. In this respect our analysis seeks to builds on the comparison by Smith (2006a) of grassroots and strategic approaches to niche development.  Smith provides an insightful analysis of the bottom-up niche construction activities alternative technology (AT) movement of the 1970s, contrasting the objectives and models of change of AT activists with those of SNM and the managerialist top-down approach to niche management which it conveys.  He concludes by observing that ‘at some point and in some way technology policies for bottom up niche creation must be augmented with top down changes that favourable restructure the selection environment’ (ibid p333) and that ‘the intrinsic properties of green niches alone can struggle to drive a breakthrough. They need the assistance of higher level changes and the opportunities that these create’ (ibid p333).      
Potentially then the emergence of both policy and programmes to support the growth of community renewable energy, provide such ‘assistance’ and an important step in the socio-technical evolution of energy production and consumption.  The way in which this support has been approached also potentially provides for at least some of the conditions and characteristics which advocates of SNM would argue are needed for successful niche and ultimately transition management – even though there is no explicit intent in UK policy to follow an SNM model (in contrast to technology policy in the Netherlands; Kemp and Loorbach 2006).  At the same though there is no clear and easy fit with the SNM model and the rather uncoordinated, unstrategised and multi-interest basis of community RE policy in the UK provides for both positive and negative assessments of its utility as an approach to diffusing new sustainable technologies and ways of producing and consuming energy.     

Our discussion draws on a project funded by the UK Economic and Social Research Council as part of the Sustainable Technologies Programme. This project has sought to evaluate the role of community initiatives in the implementation and embedding of sustainable energy technologies in the UK through an analysis of policy documentation, the construction of a database of renewable energy community projects, interviews with key actors at national and regional levels and case studies of project development in Wales and the North of England.  The project as a whole examines both government-led programmes and networks, as well as those developed and run by non-governmental organisations and within the case study work considers a range of technology types, scales of project and degrees of support from government programmes (given that some local community projects have been and continue to be developed independent of formal institutional support).  In this paper we draw directly and indirectly on each of these elements of the research project to inform our discussion. 

2. Community Renewable Energy Programmes and Networks

A focus on local, community scale energy generation is not a new feature of the sustainable energy literature but extends back to arguments for ‘soft energy paths’ (Lovins 1977, Lovins et al 2003) small-scale development (Schumacker 1974) and appropriate technology (Dunn 1978) from the 1970s. Such literatures and idealistic ‘manifestos’ for change have provided influential guiding principles for grassroots alternative technology activists for over 30 years (Smith 2006a). In some European countries such as Denmark (Daugaard 1997) and Austria (Rakos 1998) governments have for some time supported cooperative localised development models for renewable energy projects. 
However, until only recently such ideas and approaches were alien to UK energy policy (Walker 1997) and, where they did continue to be pursued (for example at the Centre for Alternative Technology in Wales) this was within a ‘grassroots niche’ outside of the mainstream energy supply system and without the support of public resources.  The privatisation of the energy supply utilities and infrastructures in the late 1980s opened up opportunities for new market entrants and technological diversity supported by a policies providing for market subsidy and protected market share (Roberts et al 1991, Mitchell et al 2006), but these changes essentially continued to promote a private-sector led model of project development. Whilst there were some new market entrants, the established power utility companies largely continued to play the major role. 
A new emphasis on the potential benefits of a more localised and distributed pattern of energy generation and on the involvement of local people and communities in renewable energy development first emerged in the discourse of government and related official and advisory bodies in the late 1990s.  This manifested itself in a scattering of the words ‘local’ and ‘community’ across various parts of the 2003 Energy White Paper.  This key strategy document advocated and envisaged, for the first time in official energy policy, a more local model of future energy generation:

“There is much more local generation, in part from medium to small local/community power plant, fuelled by locally grown biomass, from locally generated waste, from local wind sources, or possibly from local wave and tidal generators. These will feed local distributed networks, which can sell excess capacity into the grid” (DTI 2003, p18) 

This policy rhetoric was matched by new initiatives that had already begun to be implemented by government departments and agencies in order to actively support, promote and provide funding for community renewable energy projects. Table 1 first lists a series of government-led initiatives which emerged over the period 2000-2003.  

Table 1: Community Renewable Energy Programmes and Networks in the UK

	 
	Programme/Network
	Funding Source
	Managed By

	Government led
	Community Renewables Initiative
Clear Skies

Scottish Community and Households Renewables Initiative

Community Action for Energy (CAFÉ)

Community Energy

EST PV programme/innovation
	DTI

DTI

Scottish Executive

DEFRA & Others

DEFRA & Others 

DTI
	Countryside Agency

Building Research Establishment

EST, Highlands and Islands Enterprise

EST/Centre for Sust Energy

EST/Carbon Trust

EST

	NGO/ Charity led
	Energy 4 All

Renewable Energy Investment Club

Solar Clubs

Ashden Awards

Energy 21 Network
	Baywind 
Coop Soc

CC for Wales/EU

Various charity

Ashden Trust

Various
	Baywind

Dulas

Environ/CSE

Ashden Trust

Energy 21

	Private

sector led
	Community Power
	Powergen
	Powergen


(all programmes and networks as of end 2004 with community in their title or remit and extending beyond the development of single projects or in a particular region)
The first of these was ‘Community Action for Energy’ (CAFÉ), funded by the Department of Environment, Food and Rural Affairs (DEFRA) as a networking and support initiative to develop community capacity and encourage and enable participation of community workers, initially in energy efficiency project development, although projects involving renewable energy were also promoted.  Its aims in this respect were explicitly to tap into pre-existing networks of activism and commitment to community and energy-related development work.

This was followed most significantly by the Community Renewables Initiative (CRI), established in 2002 by the Countryside Agency, which also acts as manager and coordinator of the initiative, with funding provided by the Department of Trade and Industry (DTI). Its key aim is to  “help groups and individuals realise the renewable energy can form part of the regeneration of their locality”’ with a vision that through the initiative “over the next few years, local communities … will be supported to propose, plan for, seek funding for, develop, own and take energy from renewable energy projects”.
  Organised through regional ‘local support teams’ (LSTs) for 10 areas of England, it conceived itself as having a ‘brokering’ role, identifying opportunities for the installation of renewable energy technologies, providing information and expertise, networking organisations together and supporting project teams through the different phases of project development.  Four other national programmes with ‘community’ in their title, objectives or remit rapidly followed, providing capital funding grants, extending funding and support to Scotland and focusing in some cases on the promotion of particular technology types.

Alongside these government-led programmes Table 1 also lists a series of NGO-led initiatives which were also promoting a community approach to sustainable energy.  These took a number of forms – networking initiatives such as Solar Clubs and Energy 21, the latter describing itself as a grassroots, bottom up ‘club of groups’; the Ashen Awards recognising particularly successful community schemes through giving awards and prize funding; and initiatives promoting particular models of project development and ownership such as the Renewable Energy Investment Club (REIC) facilitating community-based share ownership and EnergyforAll, describing itself as a ‘commonwealth of cooperatives’ seeking to develop and replicate cooperative models of wind farm ownership.  
Finally Table 1 also lists one private sector initiative which explicitly took on the community label; Powergen’s ‘Community Power’ programme, focused on identifying and developing locations for wind farms through a community-based process.  
3. Drivers and Objectives

This complex infrastructure of public, civil society and private programmes and networks that had evolved by late 2004 contained within it multiple drivers and objectives. This plurality was evident from both the analysis of documentation and the interviews undertaken with those directly involved in setting up and managing the programmes and networks at different levels (interviews were undertaken for each of initiatives listed in Table1).  Three categories of objectives can be identified – instrumental in which adopting a community approach provides a means to an end; normative, in which a community approach is taken as part of a principle or ethical commitment as to how such projects should be developed; and rhetorical in which motivations related to the political and marketing capital to be gained from a ‘community’ label.   

There are a number of ways in which a community approach was articulated in interviews as providing a instrumental ‘means to an end’, most frequently in interviews with those representing government departments and programme managers.  First, and probably most explicit in national policy statements, was to see a community approach as a way of overcoming obstacles in obtaining planning permission particularly for the development of on-shore wind farms (Toke 2005, Bell et al 2005).  A community approach, it was argued could help ensure that projects were more appropriate to their locality, provide more direct benefits for local people and generate less conflict through the close involvement of the community from the start of the project development process.  Many of the interviewees referred to this rationale:

‘There was a growing backlash against specifically large scale wind farms and they recognised that some work on hearts and minds was needed and the best way of doing that work was through working at a community level’ 
For the one private sector community energy programme we examined, this objective was boiled down to a process of approaching communities through elected officials and existing community groups in order to identify land which might be appropriate for wind farm development:
‘if people hear about us, maybe farmer landowners, or landowners, or even councils themselves, where the landowners will come to us and say ‘we’ve got a portfolio of landownership, what would be suitable?’, we then assess that and then we probably go and talk to them when we know what sites might be suitable to go forward, but again talking to parish councils, it’s really saying ‘this is what we are trying to do, this is what we are looking for, if any of you are interested or know of any landowners that might be interested to work with us on this community project then come back to us’

In contrast for REIC, formed in Wales and emerging out of long standing grassroots activism at the Centre for Alternative Technology, the motives, whilst similarly related to the problematic experience of wind farm development, were far more about promoting a different and fairer model of project development under which local communities would be directly involved and benefit through share ownership:
“basically we’ve been involved in community renewables pretty much since we started, because we started out very much as a local organisation, that grew out of CAT here, and it was because we were in mid Wales where the majority of wind farms were being developed, and they were being developed by outside developers, and the benefits were all being drawn out of Wales and out of the local community, so they were being left with the turbines, most of which people accepted them, but some people resented them, and there were associated problems, ecological damage and stuff, and so the communities were completely cut put of the loop.  We wanted to look into a mechanism where by the communities could actually be involved in those projects”.

Second, a number of those responsible for overseeing or managing programmes providing capital funding emphasised that adopting a community approach enabled the government to stimulate and support the market for renewable energy technologies without contravening European rules on state aid. In this sense providing capital funding for community renewable energy projects was framed in legal terms, with an emphasis on the charitable or not-for-profit status of community groups. With a recognised need for the government to take action to promote the diffusion of technologies the community route provided a way for them to do this quite directly, rather than through more roundabout means.  Through stimulating the market, the infrastructure needed for its development and growth could also be put in place, so that for one programme: 

“The main aim …. was to produce standards and certify contractors, increase awareness and uptake of the technologies”
The third instrumental motive related not to energy policy objectives per se, but to the social and economic outcomes that could be derived from community RE projects, particularly in the context of rural regeneration. Renewable energy projects were seen as a way to provide new sources of income and employment for rural communities suffering from agricultural decline, depopulation and in need of diversification.  This objective was particularly important for the Community Renewables Initiative, managed by the Countryside Agency and building on extensive experience of rural community development work:  
“We knew that that general approach had worked in other sectors of using project officers to be field workers and brokers to achieve projects working with people in partnership, and we felt, you know we’d seen it work, for community forests and millennium greens or countryside management projects, for example, we felt it could work for renewable energy”  

Alongside such instrumental motivations were those which centred first on normative principles of process and action, and ethical positions as to how environmental and renewable energy projects should be developed. These were most important for interviewees based in NGOs and involved in the NGO-led programmes, connecting with wider principles of grassroots activism, but they also featured to a more limited degree in a number of the other interviews.   
First, there was an emphasis on localism and collaboration, on people working together at a local level and through that to achieve greater cohesion, mutual respect and self worth. As one interviewee argued, likening the installation of a turbine to the American tradition of community ‘barn raising’: 

“we are raising a windmill, and symbolic of the whole community comes and helps to raise the windmill…not physically, because that’s done by a crane, but in enabling it to happen, it’s a bit like American barn raising, and I think that anything that brings a community closer together is a good thing, its bringing them together on a project that is going to help the wider environment, the whole world, so it’s encouraging a community to work together to act locally, but it’s actually thinking globally” (Energy4All)
In this way renewable energy projects were seen as particularly appropriate for local collaborative action, as there were broad collective rather than individual social and environmental goals involved.  This for some interviewees this principle connected to a normative vision of an energy supply infrastructure that was localised and distributed rather than centralised, in which resource consumption and production were physically brought much closer together. 
Second, were normative principles associated with ownership and financing of projects.  As noted above the possibilities of ethical investment and ownership and cooperative models were important drivers for a number of the NGO-led initiatives.  Energy4All for example had been focused on the replication of one model of wind farm development (although with the intention work with other technologies in the future) involving cooperative ownership by local people: 

“we’ve only ever looked at one structure, and that was using the IPS model, using shares in a co-operative company.  We haven’t considered other alternatives” 

Third, were drivers related to the need for people to understand more about the environment, climate change and renewable energy and through this to become more environmentally aware and responsible. Whilst having some of the features of a classic ‘deficit model’ in which it is assumed that through people being given information greater support for policies and projects would follow, there was also a strong experiential element extending beyond simple information provision.  For example for the CRI one of the criteria for projects it supported was that they should have an educational element:
“the project has got to be explaining itself, explaining the installed, delivered renewable energy to other people so they can learn from it and be, hopefully be interested and inspired by that”

Finally, in terms of rhetorical drivers, it could be argued that to some degree all of the initiatives using the term ‘community’ were doing so, in part, because of the positive cultural and political associations that it embodies – it has a benighted status (Herbert 2005)  Arguably the use of the term has been more ‘empty’ and more rhetorical in some initiatives rather than in others, and there has been much debate in this respect about what a community approach should mean and consist of (Walker and Devine Wright 2006).  Indeed in one of the interviewees there was acknowledgement that using the term had created some confusion, as although it had explicitly used the word community, the programme was in fact more concerned with working with public sector bodies responsible for public buildings, rather than with community organisations per se. 
4. Evaluating Community RE as ‘niche activity’ 
Having outlined something of the activity, drivers and complex architecture of initiatives for community RE that has emerged, variously led by public, civil society and private sector organisations, we can begin to consider how this infrastructure of support relates to ideas of niche activity and niche management - and in particular how the niche development and sustenance activities of grassroots and policy bodies may be interrelated.   We approach this by following Smith (2006a) in using a flexible interpretation of niche activity, to include both the governmental creation of protected spaces (through institutional design, public subsidy etc..) and other actions to promote and protect innovation in technologies outside of the mainstream and dominant regime.  
It is first important to note the character of the niche activity and innovation involved in this particular place and time.  Community renewable energy has not been about supporting innovation in the technology per se, as pieces of equipment and kit ‘that work’.  Previous and ongoing programmes of government support have provide research, development and demonstration funding which has, for example, experimented with different forms and scales of wind turbine and different technologies for capturing wave energy.  Much of this science and engineering innovation has also gone on in the private sector and in other countries to the point where all of the technologies being deployed within community renewable energy projects in the UK (with the exception of maybe of some demonstration hydrogen projects) are ‘technically proven’.  Community RE has therefore been concerned not with innovation in kit, but with innovation and development of the social, economic and institutional arrangements under which RE technologies can be deployed, in particular at sizes and scales which are distinct from the big scale, electricity generation.  This positions recent community RE activity demonstrably within the conception of innovation as systemic and socio-technical and being involved with social arrangements, infrastructures, institutions and cultural meanings which extend far beyond the technical dimensions of energy production engineering.
With this context and setting for niche activity in mind, we can move through a number of key and distinctive characteristics of community renewable energy policy, programmes and practice in the UK, considering how these have brought first more positive and second more problematic characteristics to the niche protection and diffusion of innovative technologies. 
As is clear from the discussion in the last section, the emergence of community RE in policy and the various programmes that were set up did not arise from one single strategic move (see further discussion below), but from a series of loosely interconnected initiatives with different origins, rationales and objectives. This enabled the building of a diverse constituency of interests around (i) the set of renewable energy technologies (which were the primary focus for some, such as the DTI) (ii) the services and wider outcomes the use of the technologies could provide (the primary focus for others such as the Countryside Agency) and (iii) the application particular models of project development and ownership (the primary focus for others such as REIC and Energy4All).   
A wide range and diversity of organisations could therefore readily identify with community renewable energy, see it as in their interests to provide support and resources and bring their particular concerns and needs to both the national programmes and to the projects that were locally set up - typically involving partnerships of local and sometimes regional organisations in their development and management. The strength of constituency building that has gone on around community RE is striking involving many bodies that would not normally engage with technology innovation in any explicit way (such as at a local level parish councils, local regeneration bodies, community development charities and social enterprises); and also others from the mainstream energy supply regime who could find potential in the community RE niche without it necessarily being fundamentally challenging or threatening too their incumbent interests (Smith 2006b).  The process of enrolment and identification and the creation of an actor network (Rip and Kemp 1998) is a key part of the innovation and niche building process, shifting the technology away from those solely concerned with its development towards constituencies of those who primary interest are in its utility and ability to address particular needs and problems and who therefore apply and evaluate in that light  

As well as provide an emblem around which different interests could coalesce, the multi faceted ‘community renewable energy’ architecture provided a flexible space within which activities of many different forms could take place.  As evident within the earlier discussion of programmes and networks, and reflected also in project activity on the ground, the ‘community’ in community RE has been defined in multiple and diverse ways, although revolving essentially around questions of process, outcome and scale (Walker and Devine Wright 2006).  Policy makers, programme managers, activists networks, local organisations and local people working on the ground have used it to mean different things in different places, constructing boundaries for pragmatic, strategic and normative reasons around what community renewable energy should or shouldn’t include – in some cases drawing boundaries quite narrowly, in others more expansively, and in others seeking to defer or avoid definition so as to ‘make it up as we go along’. This diversity and ambiguity of meaning is not surprising (given the slipperiness of the concept of community and the range of technologies, contexts and motives involved) or we would argue necessarily problematic. Community RE has, to some degree, had a functional malleability (Gledhill 1994) providing a flexible space which activities, interests and objectives of various forms can productively occupy (Walker et al 2006) and is thus a key part of the constituency building and enrolment potentialities discussed above.  
If community RE constitutes a single niche (which can be debated), this niche has been flexibility and expansively defined, encompassing, for example, multiple technologies (rather than protecting just one, as in some of the more structured niche experiments; Kemp and Loorbach 2006), multiple uses of technologies (for heat and power, for income generation, for employment) and multiple models of ownership and operation employed in multiple places, locales and contexts.  Whilst there has been some deliberate replication and pushing of particular models of ‘how best to do things’, there has also been considerable creativity and innovation on the ground, with alternative models and arrangements adopted and evolved for use in different circumstances and places.
This bottom up creativity has been enabled through the particular scalar arrangement of the government support programmes. Each of the programmes has sought to connect the national directly to the local on a project by project basis, rather than using the existing structures of regional and local government to similar ends. Whilst regional and local government bodies could become involved in various ways in both support programmes and the development of individual projects, they were not the conduit through which responsibilities, funding or coordination was to be directed.  There was therefore a trust placed in the capacity of local actors to take effective action without governmental direction. There was also no strategic view as to what scales or types of projects should be supported – the programmes were largely responsive to what was proposed and applied for from a local level.  This enabled local definition of what was useful, viable and appropriate and achieved great diversity in the form, function, scale and context of project development. 
Bottom up creativity, enthusiasm and commitment to making innovations work has also been enabled because there were existing networks of activist committed to community renewable energy already in place.  The funding and resources provided by the government, could both support and be exploited by the grassroots niche activists and organisations that had for a long time be arguing for and experimenting with different models of energy generation and use.  This connection between the governmental niche activity and the grassroots niche activity is apparent in the lists of programmes and networks discussed earlier, and also in the personal histories and trajectories of those involved in the various NGO initiatives and in specific project developments (although it would be wrong to characterise all of the community RE projects that have now appeared as being due to the work of ‘long in the tooth’ AT activists).  Energy21 particularly stands out, in the following two quotes, as an organisation emerging from both Local Agenda 21 and alternative technology activity and seeking to connect together longer standing and newer initiatives and the governmental and the non-governmental – and in this sense taking on a classic ‘intermediary’ role: 

“we facilitated a series of meetings to get other groups to talk together with us, we were talking about setting up a new national body, but what happened in the end was, they said to us, you become the new national association, and we said but we are a small local Agenda 21 group in Stroud and they said well stop being a small local group in Stroud, and start becoming … the association of grass roots renewable energy groups, so that is what we have done, and we have got over 70 members now, and it includes practically all the grass roots groups like CAT and NEF and centres like the Great Discovery Centre and forums, like the Local Agenda 21 forum in Guilford and the Bedfordshire Renewable Energy Forum”  

“I think the time has come to have another talk with the people who set up the CRI, …. they said that they thought we had a supremely important role for the future, for being the association that all the CRI’s join, and if the funding ever runs out, because otherwise all that work of getting all those community initiatives going could easily fall by the wayside, so I think most of the CRIs are members of Energy21, and I think there is one or two that we know that aren’t that we need to talk to and see if we can persuade them it is a really good idea to join”

There have therefore undoubtedly been important relations at work between the governmental and the grassroots niche activities.  The assistance for grassroots niches from a ‘higher level’, which Smith (2006a) sees as a necessary step for grassroots niche activities to grow and diffuse, has now been put in place. However, Smith (2006b) also argues that at such points it is likely that only elements of the grassroots niche practice will be transferred to the mainstream. Through a necessary process of translation he argues that ‘the incumbent regime colours expectations and how influences how alternatives are accommodated’ (ibid p 11). He sees, this translation as taking two potential forms. First a more superficial process whereby elements from socio-technical practices that make sense in the niche are turned into something that counts for the mainstream, adding on without too much disturbance or fundamental reorientation. Second a deeper process whereby the ‘guiding principles, knowledge and user relations constituting the niche become internalised by the regime’ (ibid p 11). The first of these processes can certainly be seen at work in the case of community RE.  The more superficial meanings given to community by some of the support programmes (amounting in some cases to no more than the technology being used in a community building – school, hospital, community centre) and the frequent use of small scale RE technologies (such as a solar panel) without any dimension of substantial collective local involvement, amount to a very pared down version of the normatively driven visions for community RE of the alternative technology activists.  Whilst not being set against the ideal models of projects that are community-led and owned (but rather rhetorically advocating them), the government support programmes have not prioritised such models or actively gone out of their way to support their development – although the Scottish Householder and Community Renewables Initiative has gone some way in this direction through a strategy of transferring publicly subsidised projects to community ownership once they have become established.   Hence initiatives such as Energy4All and REIC continue to fall outside of what has become mainstream community RE, promoting models of project development that are still rarely applied.      
More fundamentally such observations raise basic questions about the extent to which government resourcing and support for niche community RE activity is in fact orientated towards building towards significant growth in the niche, potentially steering through to the transformation of the mainstream system, as conceptualised models of SNM and transition management. Whilst the lack of a ‘grand coordinating master plan’ for community RE can be seen a strength in terms of constituency building and creating flexible spaces for innovation, the lack of strategy and intentionality in niche management also represents a significant weakness. One of the basic tenents of transition management is that it involves the formulation of ‘long term goals’ (Rip and Kemp 1998), that there is a ‘guiding vision’ (Kemp and Rotmans 2001) and for SNM that it is a strategically planned and deliberate process (Kemp et al 1998).  None of these characteristics are clearly in place for community RE – there is rather a diversity of visions, goals which for some may be long term but for others  far more instrumental and short term, and no overall deliberate coordinating process of niche management in place. Most fundamentally there is nowhere in government policy a clearly stated vision or strategic objective which forsees the replacement of the current energy production regime with one which is distributed, decentralised, locally organised and community owned. More community activity is certainly conceived and being supported (but in terms of total comparative resource commitments to only a limited degree), but very much as a junior partner to the incumbent model of energy production  - which shows all signs of remaining centralised, big and substantially nuclear rather than renewable. A future of co-provisioning (Van Vliet and Chappels 1999) but with community RE remaining firmly in its expanded but not transforming niche. 

The transformative potential of community RE activity is also limited by the lack of any deliberate, sophisticated and niche-wide learning processes. These are again seen as a key feature of SNM, and more recently of ‘reflexive governance’ (Voss et al 2006) but are not explicitly built into the infrastructure of support for community RE or operated at a systemic level.  Some evaluation does go on within programmes and learning has undoubtedly been taking place within and from project to project  - through demonstration, site visits, the carriers of local activists, community workers and programme officers and deliberate networking and communication activities – but these largely operate at a local level, without accumulated lessons being necessarily carried up to more strategic levels or collected on a rigorous basis.      
 5. Conclusion 
Our analysis of how recent community RE activity in the UK can be described and conceived within the framework of transition and niche management is as yet preliminary. However it is clear that there are several tensions in this analysis:

· between finding strengths in the rather chaotic and complex infrastructure of support and the functional malleability of the community label; and weaknesses in the lack of coordination and strategic planning and vision for how community RE should grow and diffuse as a niche activity;

· between welcoming the apparent government support for the long standing grassroots niche activities of the alternative technology movement; and critiquing the partial translation of the normative principles and practices of the grassroots niche into the publicly supported community RE programmes;  
· between identifying various ways in which the national to local, uncoordinated and understrategised approach of government policy has enabled diversity, creativity and innovation in the niche; whilst at the same time recognising that the lack of strong and systemic learning mechanisms will potentially greatly inhibit the impact of much of this activity beyond the particular context and the local level

These tensions maybe also point to a number of the identified difficulties with the transition management and SNM frameworks themselves (Berkhout et al 2003, Shove 2003 and others).  The fact that there have been and will be many different possible ways in which transitions may occur; that some degree of significant consensus around visions and strategic objectives is required and assumed; that the frameworks are in this regard lacking in political content; and that niches do not necessarily have to grow or disappear but may continue in a niche form on a sustained basis.  This latter scenario may well be the future for community RE in the UK – although with the continued, inherent potential to flourish on a much larger scale, if and when further tensions and fractures in the mainstream regime of energy production and provisioning emerge.
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