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Alberta’s Electricity System
• Energy development in Alberta is fossil 

fuel dominated
• Electricity generation is the second 

largest source of carbon emissions in 
the province

• Renewable development can reduce 
these emissions, but development is 
slowed by social constraints

https://www.cer-rec.gc.ca/en/index.html
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Contrasting size of wind farms and who owns 
the farm
Utility scale private energy projects Community scale energy projects



Study 1: A municipal 
perspective on energy
• Municipalities have a number of 

advantages to develop 
community-oriented renewable 
projects

• Seek to understand what 
encourages municipalities to 
develop renewable projects

Canmore Civic Centre Solar PV
Owned by the Town of Canmore

Image source

https://mccac.ca/project-showcase/canmore-civic-centre-solar-pv/


Municipal Decision-Maker Survey
Number of 
Responses

Percent of 
Sample

Number of 
Municipalities in 
Alberta

Percent of 
Municipalities in 
Alberta

City 13 13% 19 6%
Town 38 38% 106 31%
Village 18 18% 84 25%
Summer Village 4 4% 51 15%
Specialised Municipality 1 1% 6 2%
Municipal District 25 25% 63 19%
Improvement District 1 1% 8 2%
Special Areas 1 1% 1 0%
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Achieve a carbon reduction target

Significance of Motivations for Developing Renewable Projects

Very significant Fairly significant Somewhat significant Barely significant Insignificant



Preferred Technologies
Technology Respondents 

interested
Top reason for 
intention

Second reason for 
intention

Third Reason for Intention

Solar 49 Reliable and proven 
technology

High natural potential Expected greatest public acceptance 

Biomass/Biogas 30 High natural 
potential

Expected greatest 
public acceptance

Reliable and proven technology / 
expected highest return on investment

Geothermal 
electricity

24 Expected greatest 
public acceptance

Minimal impact on the 
landscape

Reliable and proven technology

Wind 17 Reliable and proven 
technology

High natural potential Minimal impact on the landscape / 
expected highest return on investment

Hydroelectricity 7 High natural 
potential

Expected greatest 
public acceptance

Minimal impact on the landscape



Top Barriers to Renewable Development

12

Economic: 

1. Capital costs are too high (44 respondents ranked this the largest economic barrier)

2. Payback periods are too long (24 respondents ranked this the largest economic barrier)

Environmental/Technical: 

1. Renewable projects are too risky (26 respondents ranked this the largest environmental/technical barrier)

2. Renewable technology is not advanced enough to be feasible (21 respondents ranked this the largest 
environmental/technical barrier)

Planning: 

1. My municipality has more important priorities (32 respondents ranked this the largest political barrier)

2. Grants and loans are too difficult to access(24 respondents ranked this the largest planning barrier)



Understanding Renewable Intention
• Who is interested in developing renewable energy? 

• Larger municipalities 
• Interest in capital development 
• Climate change concern

• Why are or are not respondents interested in renewable development? 
• Respondents who feel renewable infrastructure will diminish their vista 

are less likely to be interested in renewable development
• Respondents who ranked external barriers more impactful than internal 

barriers are more likely to be interested in renewable development



Key Findings
• Economic value is the most important motivation 

for renewable development
• Capitalising on economic benefit may be 

especially relevant post COVID-19 pandemic
• Climate change concern also predicts interest in 

renewable development
• Municipalities rely on external funding, but have 

difficulty accessing these supports. 
Municipalities remain motivated to develop 
projects despite these challenges

Blackfalds Civic Centre Solar PV
Owned by the Town of Blackfalds

Image source

https://mccac.ca/project-showcase/blackfalds-civic-centre-solar-pv/


Study 2: Rural 
Landowner Reception 
to wind power
• Understand how rural Albertans 

respond to renewable energy
• Understand how to develop 

renewable projects that are 
more palatable

• 401 responses from large-scale 
agriculture producers Box Springs Wind Farm

Owned by the City of Medicine Hat
Image Source

https://www.medicinehat.ca/government/departments/utility-sustainability/hat-smart/city-initiatives/box-springs


Location of survey 
Respondents (n = 401)





18% of survey participants have been approached by a wind developer



Rural support for energy technologies
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Wind Farm Concerns

0% 10% 20% 30% 40% 50% 60% 70% 80% 90% 100%

Fairness of the compensation payments
Effect on property values

Visual Impacts
Fairness of the development process

Noise or auditory impacts
Decommissioning of old/aging turbine
Impact on farming/ranching practices

Community/neighbour conflict
Health and/or safety

Effects on local environment / ecosystems
Changes to electricity prices

Little Concern Somewhat Concerned Very Concerned



Using survey experiments (vignettes) to improve the design of wind power projects in 
Alberta



Vignette Experiment



Vignette Responses More supportLess support



LOCAL 
OWNERSHIP

Cooperatives ownership most preferred <->  private ownership 
least preferred  

Equity-based compensation may be preferred 

Having “say” is less important

DISTRIBUTIVE 
FAIRNESS

PROCEDURAL
FAIRNESS

NEED FOR
FAIRNESS

Community ownership alone may not be enough to increase 
acceptance

Findings and Implications



There is an opportunity for a local cooperative to develop a wind farm 
on the other side of your county. With projects like this, neighbours 
within 20km of a turbine will also receive some compensation. Only the 
neighbours who are directly affected will have the opportunity to 
express concern about the project. Detailed financial reporting including 
compensation rates will be available to some.

“Ideal vignette” – preferred attributes from the statistical 
analysis 



Emphasis on need 
for fairness in 
compensation 
payment

Emphasis on 
cooperative 
ownership options

Emphasis on local 
benefits

Communicating study results through infographics



Conclusions
• Alberta needs more renewable development to reduce carbon emissions 
• Community energy can mitigate socio-political barriers to renewable 

development and provide benefits to communities, including addressing 
concerns about the fairness of compensation and the fairness of the 
development process

• In Alberta, municipalities have the potential and interest to develop 
community oriented projects 

• Municipal projects are motivated by the rising economic value of 
renewable projects, recognition of the need for climate action, and 
capitalising on external supports. Rising carbon prices will increase the 
economic value of renewable energy 



Thank You

John Parkins 
Professor, University of Alberta

Sonak Patel
Graduate Student, University of Alberta

Project website:
Energy Transitions in Canada

Future Energy Systems Project Page

https://energytransitions.ualberta.ca/
https://www.futureenergysystems.ca/research/system-wide-enablers/communities-aboriginal/measuring-the-costs-and-benefits-of-energy-transitions
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