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1. Background  

There is a significant focus on increased community participation in renewable energy projects in the 

high-level design paper for the new Renewable Electricity Support Scheme (RESS). 

Some of the key proposals outlined in the department’s high-level paper on community investment 

include the following: 

 

- Mandatory community investment offering for communities and citizens - projects will have to 
facilitate the registration of interest in investing by individuals prior to participating in RESS 
auctions. If successful in the auctions, these individuals will then have the opportunity to 
realise this investment option.  

- A single offering opportunity where an investment opportunity is advertised and open to all 
residents within a 10km radius but those living within 5km have first refusal. If the offering is 
not fully subscribed by those within the 5km zone then it can be offered to the residents 
within the 10km zone.  

- There will be no minimum level of community investment required, and no penalties for 
projects that fail to attract community investment.1,2  

- Government want to work with the sector to ensure that projects that attract maximum 3rd 
party investment are not unduly ‘penalised’ vis-à-vis projects that do not attract the same 
level of investment.3  

 

Community benefit and community-led projects are also key aspects of the RESS design paper, 

however, this paper focuses only on community investment in developer-led projects. We hope that 

this paper can support the development of any guidelines or framework developed by the 

department in this area.  

There are many successful examples of community investment in renewable energy projects from 

other jurisdictions such as Denmark, Germany and the UK from which Ireland can learn. Where 

community ownership has been successful in these countries it has been driven by strong 

government policy and funding. IWEA hosted a seminar in Dublin in June 2018 with international 

speakers from the above jurisdictions to assist our development of this policy. 

Of particular relevance is the Scottish Government’s Community and Renewable Energy Scheme 

(CARES) which was established in 2011 and has been at the forefront of community investment in 

renewable energy projects. Local Energy Scotland (LES) administers and manages the CARES scheme 

on behalf of the Government. LES is a consortium of companies which provide free impartial advice 

and support to communities who wish to develop or invest in renewable energy projects.  

However, it is also important to sound a note of caution. Community investment is complex for both 

developers and for communities. It will require the commitment of a substantial amount of time and 

resources from both. It is also, particularly for the community investors, not a risk-free endeavour 

and communities need to be properly informed and supported to enable them to participate. 

 

                                                      
1 The paper goes on to say that this is “provided the offerings have been made in a fair and transparent manner”. It is not clear 
who will make this determination or what criteria would be used to do so and it would be helpful if the department could clarify 
this. 
2 A proposal for a minimum level of investment and the rationale for same is set out in more detail in this document. 
3 https://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/RESS%20Design%20Paper.pdf 
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2. Key Principles for IWEA in an auction world 

In the RESS response IWEA made the following comments on a mandatory (community) investment: 

I. Investment terms in RESS to be standardised for the renewable industry – a “level playing 

field” and investment terms should not disadvantage one project over another (as a result of 

varying levels of uptake); 

II. The legal structure must be clear and precise to avoid complicating project financing. 

 

These principles remain and will need to be at the core of developer-led community investment 

schemes.  

We would also suggest that serious consideration be given to the incorporation in the detailed RESS 

design of the six high-level principles identified following extensive public consultation in the Scottish 

Government Good Practice Principles for Shared Ownership of Renewable Energy Development: 

i. Must be on a commercial basis; 

ii. Flexibility incorporated by all parties; 

iii. Inclusive, to all relevant stakeholders; 

iv. Timing should be reasonable and workable for all parties; 

v. Transparent communications, particularly around cost and finance; 

vi. Distinct and separate from community benefit funds. 

Most importantly, it is essential that whatever model is put in place does not disadvantage projects 

depending on the volume of investment they may or may not attract. 

Hypothetically, two projects could both offer individuals in local communities the opportunity to 

invest. In one project there is no take-up on the offer but in the other a substantial number of 

different individuals and locally organised community co-ops / groups invest in the project. 

The second project will now have additional administrative, financial and legal costs. These may 

continue for the duration of the project and cumulatively could be quite substantial. 

It would be important for the department to ensure that the process they develop for community 

investment in RESS does not disadvantage projects which obtain a higher level of community 

investment.  

From discussions with colleagues in Britain the legal set up costs for a project can be between £10 

and £20,000 sterling to cover legal, due diligence and company formation costs.  

It is important that the Government should set aside sufficient funds to support those communities 

who wish to consider investment opportunities. They should not lack for legal or financial advice to 

enable them to engage on an equal basis with project developers. 

It is imperative that the department outlines in its RESS model how it proposes to deal with this 

issue and to prevent projects which are successful in attracting a diverse and substantial volume of 

community investment from being disadvantaged at auction.  

 

3. Community Criteria 

Under the RESS it will be mandatory to make a community investment opportunity open to all 

residents within 5km of the project and possibly extended out to 10km if not fully subscribed. While 
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priority should be given to those living closest to the project the developer should be enabled to go 

beyond the 10km line to offer investment opportunities should they wish to. 

Distance to project is taken as distance from the nearest turbine or solar panel to the resident’s 

dwelling for onshore.  

These boundaries are just guidelines and may need to be adjusted for projects in particularly sparse 

or very populated areas.  

For offshore projects we believe that a more flexible definition of community may be appropriate to 

ensure that all those living in areas near the project can invest.  

 

4. Key challenges 

A number of challenges and barriers need to be addressed to facilitate community investment 

opportunities in Ireland, as identified in a report produced by Ricardo on community investment.4  

These includes defining the investment opportunity; ensuring effective communciation and 

engagement between the developer and communities and; access to finance and funding. We 

outline our view on these issues below.  

 

I. Defining the investment opportunity 

While the RESS high-level paper is clear that each project will need to provide investment 

opportunities to people living within a defined geographic area it is not clear on what the investment 

opportunity refers to. 

Renewable energy projects are typically ‘project financed’ that is funded by a combination of 

external financing (typically a bank loan) and the equity tranche provided by the developer. 

For example, a wind farm with an expected capital expenditure of €60 million might be 75 per cent 

funded by a bank loan (€45 million) and 25 per cent funded by a developer (€15 million). 

Other wind farms are entirely funded by the developer with a hundred per cent equity.  

In defining the investment opportunity it is important to be clear how much the community can 

invest, the minimum level of community investment required to make proceeding with the 

opportunity feasible and which portion of the capital expenditure is replaced by the community 

investment. 

We are proposing that the most sensible approach would be to restrict the community investment 

opportunity to a portion of the developer’s equity financing tranche and have confirmed this 

approach with colleagues working on shared ownership projects in Britain. 

Maximum level 

We believe that the maximum level of investment offered to communities should be up to 20 per 

cent of the wind farm’s equity or up to four per cent of the project’s capital expenditure (CAPEX). 

We believe it is important to have a cap on the investment opportunity. A developer may choose to 

offer an opportunity greater than this level. 

                                                      
4 https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-

ie/energy/consultations/Documents/28/consultations/Assessment%20of%20models%20for%20community%20renewables%20i
n%20Ireland.pdf 
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It is important to acknowledge that before the investment opportunity has been made a substantial 

financial commitment will already have been made by the developer in assessing the merits of the 

location for a renewable energy project – a cost to which the local community should not be 

expected to contribute.  

Project developers are also seeking to develop projects that will provide a financial return on the 

investment they have made, a return that will be smaller the less of the project they own. 

Minimum level 

The minimum level of investment the community would need to raise for the investment 

opportunity to go ahead should be at 0.5 per cent of the equity tranche of the project or 0.1 per cent 

of the total project cost. 

For offshore projects and given their scale and the level of investment required, it is proposed that a 

lower minimum may be appropriate. 

It may be helpful to outline the rationale behind the minimum level of investment.  

The lack of a minimum level of investment required may lead to a situation where a project is 

required to spend resources on legal fees, financial advice, administration and shareholder 

communications even where only a very few investors make an extremely small investment. 

As currently set out in RESS there is nothing to prevent a single individual investing a nominal sum of 

money in a project that could create a disproportionate administrative burden on the project. 

It is worth noting that the Ricardo report suggested that if minimum investment levels are set too 

low a system should be put in place to reduce administrative and transactional costs and it would be 

helpful for the department to outline its thinking on this.  

Therefore, we believe that a minimum investment level, that is reasonable and pragmatic, should be 

identified. It should, as outlined above, be set at a level that does not discourage communities or 

individuals from investing, but it should be just high enough to ensure that the community 

investment is practical.  

A reasonable minimum and maximum cap on individual investment should also be identified in the 

detailed design of the RESS to ensure that there is fair and wide representation from within the 

community. We suggest such a reasonable minimum would be €100 and a reasonable maximum 

would be €10,000. 

 

II. Type of investment 

While we welcome the development of structures and policies for the development of community 

investment opportunity models we believe it is essential that the operation and control of the 

project should remain with the developer or owner of the wind farm. The opportunity here may be in 

the form of shares or through participation in a shared revenue stream. 

Any shares offered through the investment scheme should be non-voting shares. While the 

community will always have the opportunity to engage with the project to ensure that the wind farm 

is operated in such a way as to minimise any possible negative impact on the community, there 

should not be a role in making decisions that would affect its operation. 

In the case where shares are offered the rights and responsibilities of community owners and the 

majority owner in the circumstances where the project is being sold on should be clearly set out in 

the Shareholders’ Agreement.  
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The RESS high-level paper refers only to investment opportunities being made available to 

‘individuals’. We would strongly suggest this be expanded to allow groups of individuals to come 

together as a collective entity to facilitate investments. A co-op model, for example, could be usefully 

considered to support community investment in this manner.  

 

III. Communication between developer and community  

To ensure clear and consistent channels of communication we believe it would be sensible for the 

community stakeholders – whether individual or collective – to communicate with the project 

through a single point of contact.  

This could be someone chosen by the community shareholder, the Trusted Intermediary (TI) assigned 

to the project or someone identified by the community with the assistance of the TI. 

One of the advantages of a funding platform approach (see more below) is that in this system 

communications are between the funding platform and the investor. 

 

IV. Access to finance 

A key barrier to investment will likely be the ability of a local community to make a viable 

investment. If incentives and supports are not put place to enable all those living in a community to 

invest there is a risk this policy will not be inclusive.  

The Government should explore incentives through the tax system which could boost the ability of 

individuals to invest.   

For investment made through a single community entity, match funding offered through the Climate 

Action Fund should be considered. There may also be role for credit unions and post offices to 

provide low-cost finance loan options to communities to enable them to invest.  

It may also be helpful to examine the Scottish model where an Energy Investment Fund has been 

established by the Government. It is managed and delivered by the Scottish Investment Bank. There 

may be a role for the Ireland Strategic Investment Fund to provide similar support to communities in 

Ireland. 

 

5. Role of Trusted Intermediaries (TI)  

The importance of the proposed Trusted Intermediaries to this process cannot be understated. The 

expertise of our members lies in developing and operating renewable energy projects.  

While we have experience in engaging communities, it would not be appropriate or desirable for 

developers to be involved in advising communities on investment opportunities. Trusted 

intermediaries will need to play a key role in supporting communities with complex legal and 

commercial matters.  

LES also supports the community with obtaining finance and may serve as a useful template to be 

examined for Trusted Intermediaries. See www.localenergy.scot/ for more information.  

 

Key proposals on Trusted Intermediaries: 

https://www.localenergy.scot/
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- They should be a network of Government-funded Trusted Intermediaries who can provide 

support/guidance to communities and developers with regards to community investment in 

projects, similar to Local Energy Scotland;  

- They will advise communities on the potential investment opportunity, explore different 

approaches (individual –V– collective), raising finance, different models for investment etc.;  

- This will also include ensuring potential investors understand that any investment is a risk and 

there are no guaranteed returns – the department should consider putting in place a 

mechanism where the community investors confirm they understand the risk of investment 

and that returns are not guaranteed; 

- TIs will have sight of all community investment opportunities; 

- TIs will develop a generic introductory guide to community investment in developer-led 

renewable projects which would assist communities in better understanding the 

opportunities created by this new approach.   

- TIs need to:  

o Be knowledgeable of Irish financial services regulation; 

o Have appropriate industry knowledge and experience;  

o Be able to write and understand offer documents;  

o Be a point of contact for developer and community stakeholders;  

o Be appropriately resourced by the department to discharge his/her responsibilities 

and this includes an annual budget, training for staff and access to external 

expertise; 

o Manage relationships with individual investors or community groups – promoting 

opportunity, receiving investments, calculating and issuing returns. 

 

There may be agencies already in existence that could deliver some or all of these functions e.g. the 

SEAI. Careful consideration should be given to who is best placed to discharge these duties to ensure 

clarity and consistency.   

We look forward to working with the Trusted Intermediaries once these structures and resources 

are put in place but we would urge the department to move ahead as quickly as possible with this 

piece of work if auctions are to take place as envisaged in 2019. 

 

6. Models of Investment 

While IWEA is the national representative body for the Irish wind industry we understand that the 

RESS will apply to a number of different renewable technologies including both onshore and offshore 

wind, solar energy, potentially wave or tidal in years to come. 

Projects will also be developed in many parts of the country where – due to poor wind conditions – 

few renewable energy projects have been developed until now. Population density within 10km of 

these projects could vary from negligible to substantial. 

These variations point to the need for the department to allow developers, the Trusted 

Intermediaries and local people some flexibility in the approach they would take on which 

investment models would best suit a particular community. 
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The detailed design should also facilitate crowdfunding which is currently an unregulated activity in 

Ireland.   

There are several crowdfunding investment platforms that could usefully be considered if suitable 

supports and safeguards are put in place, however there would be a concern that the regulatory 

challenges of facilitating crowdfunding might delay the auction design process and this should be 

avoided. 

A number of models are identified below that may be worth including in a suite of investment 

options from which the most suitable can be identified. This is not an exhaustive list and developers 

and communities may decide on different models that better meet their needs: 

➢ Individual investors model – Individuals from within the community can invest with varying 

levels of investment of their own money, through a third party/platform for example 

Abundance crowdfunding platform in the UK. See 

https://www.abundanceinvestment.com/investments for more information. 

➢ Single community entity (with appropriate legal structure to raise capital) – individuals or small 

community groups are brought together to create a single community entity. This group 

could raise finance from within the community; State support; loans from banks or other 

financial institutions; or energy investment funds.   

➢  Combination of the above. 

 

We would caution against one model which has been used in other countries – split ownership – 

where a community investment vehicle might own an actual asset such as one or more turbines and 

would be entitled to the revenue produced by the turbine the community owns.  

The current Irish grid system rules are not set up to facilitate the splitting of a grid connection 

agreement with corresponding multiple legal owners.  

 

7. Proposed investment timeline 

We believe it would be helpful for the department to set out a detailed timeline for how the 

investment opportunity process might be handled by a project developer to ensure that all parties – 

developer, community and trusted intermediary – are conscious of their responsibilities under RESS 

requirements at each point. We see the process working broadly along the below lines: 

 

I. The developer is responsible for informing the community and the trusted intermediary of the 

potential investment opportunity – a high-level summary illustrating same will be prepared. 

The developer must communicate this opportunity to individuals or groups within the 

community via various media / contact opportunities agreed with the trusted intermediary.  

At a minimum the developer should advertise and promote the community investment 

opportunity in the local media over a consistent period and write to local residents or 

community groups who had been in contact with the project over its development to this 

point.  

Clarity needs to be provided by the department as to how the developer meets his or her 

responsibility to promote the investment opportunity. 

https://www.abundanceinvestment.com/investments
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This will take place before participation in a RESS auction. We would suggest that following 

publication of the investment opportunity a period of three months be allowed for potential 

investors to register interest in the scheme though developers should be able to extend that 

time should they so wish. 

II. The developer/project then makes its bid into the RESS auction process. 

III. If the developer is successful in receiving RESS support in the auction it will then contact all 

parties who expressed an interest in investing and process their applications. 

IV. If the developer is successful they work with the trusted intermediary to prepare an 

investment paper setting out in detail the nature of the investment opportunity, minimum 

and maximum contributions, timescales, possible returns and potential risks. This paper may 

also need to be reviewed by an independent third party with financial expertise in this area - 

we would envisage this being facilitated by the trusted intermediary. We would recommend 

that the department develops a standard template investment paper that could be discussed 

with industry to ensure there is a uniform approach to investment across projects.  

V. If the investment opportunity is oversubscribed, the investment opportunity will be offered 

first to those living closest to the project. 

VI.  The community will be expected to finalise its investment in advance of financial close of the 

project. 

 

8. Conclusion 

The Irish Wind Energy Association is committed to working with the department and with other 
stakeholders to ensure the Renewable Electricity Support Scheme is a success and that communities 
across Ireland can benefit from the development of renewable energy. 
 
We hope the recommendations set out in this document are of value in developing an approach to 
community investment that empowers and supports communities. 
 
We would be happy to discuss these recommendations with the department at any time.  
 
For further information contact: 
 
Justin Moran, Head of Communications and Public Affairs, Irish Wind Energy Association  
E: justin@iwea.com M: 087 703 777 

 

 

ENDS 

12 April 2019 

 


