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A B S T R A C T

Considerable infrastructural changes are required within energy systems globally to meet the policy ambitions associated with the energy transition to a carbon 
neutral future. Engaging with citizens and communities and providing community benefit funding are emerging as key energy policy measures to support infra
structure development and to achieve an increase in public participation in transition processes. Such approaches raise interesting questions in relation to consent, 
procedural participation, and distributive justice. This paper addresses a key gap in the literature by asking the research question “how do different structured 
approaches to community benefit funding support community development and wider sustainability goals?”. To answer this, we present an empirical analysis of 
three cases, in which different strategic approaches to community benefit funding are implemented for electricity network upgrades using Ireland as a case study. The 
results presented here apply not only to electricity grid infrastructure but also provide useful energy policy insights for other infrastructure developments that form 
part of the energy transition, in particular for wind energy and solar photovoltaic developments, where community benefit funding is increasingly implemented. 
Through an in-depth and rigorous methodological approach, the empirical data reveals community perspectives on the supports required for the utilisation of funds 
and suggestions for their effective management. Drawing on the results, the paper also makes policy recommendations to better enable communities to take 
advantage of opportunities provided by community benefit funding and the energy transition more broadly.

1. Introduction

Europe is continuing a pathway towards restructuring its energy 
system away from fossil fuels. To achieve public support for a sustain
able transition, democratic processes must be developed where citizens 
are given a voice to shape developments. Engaging publics in energy 
infrastructure developments is recognised as a “key concern within both 
recent scholarship and energy policy” (Soutar et al., 2022, P. 113279). 
The role of citizens and communities in transition pathways is gaining 
increasing prominence as a central aspect of energy transitions as a 
democratic process (Correljé et al., 2024; Bellamy et al., 2022; Wahlund 
and Palm, 2022). However, the manner through which citizens are 
engaged in transition processes is not clearly defined, and the social and 
economic dimensions of such engagements are equally as complex as the 
technical aspects (Armstrong, 2021; Huttunen et al., 2022).

Three key reasons for the increased involvement of citizens in 
renewable energy infrastructure have been acknowledged within the 
literature. Firstly, due to the widespread nature of renewable energy and 
infrastructure developments- and the scale of change needed-there is a 

heightened chance of local areas being impacted by developments (Le 
Maitre, 2024; Rudolph et al., 2018). Consequently, ’community of lo
cality’ is a rationale increasingly used to consider in more detail the 
implications of energy infrastructure projects on those residing and 
working nearby (Devine-Wright and Sherry-Brennan, 2019). Secondly, 
environmental issues and renewable energy are increasingly discussed 
topics within the public sphere with increased scrutiny on how envi
ronmental ‘goods’ and ‘bads’ are distributed (Aitken et al. 2016, p.6). 
And finally, the institutional setting remains ill-equipped to deal with 
the social dimensions of infrastructure development (Tobiasson and 
Jamasb, 2016) Emerging literature highlights regional discrepancies in 
terms of engagement due to institutional deficits pointing to the fact that 
the institutional context plays a role in facilitating or hindering ex
change between the various stakeholders (Cowell, 2006; Wolf-Powers, 
2010; Slee, 2015). On from these reasons, we can look at rationales 
for engagement. These can be instrumental and, therefore, assist in the 
attainment of acceptance of infrastructural changes. They could be 
substantive, where citizen knowledge can improve the quality of deci
sion making within a project. Finally, they can be normative, driven by 
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values, and relate to moral obligations (Soutar et al., 2022).
In relation to renewable energy infrastructure, several different 

involvement mechanisms can be deployed. For policy makers, “one size 
does not necessarily fit all; selecting effective policy measures … re
quires a clear understanding of the situation on the ground” (Kerr et al., 
2017, P.202). For example, compensation schemes have traditionally 
been used in the development of renewable energy projects to garner 
acceptance. These, however, can be criticised for not involving citizens 
in a meaningful way in the deliberative process around developments 
and have been shown to bring about negative implications at the local 
level (Jorgensen, 2020). As such, this paper follows the view that 
various energy technologies elicit complex gradations of support and 
opposition among different local groups, which point to the need for 
varied forms of communication (Ellis et al., 2007). For the energy 
transition to reach everyone, energy policies must consider the integrity 
of engagement and the power of citizen participation, acknowledging 
the significance of the human element in the decarbonization process. 
Socioeconomic participation in energy transitions can take several 
forms, either voluntary or in compliance with policy mechanisms, as 
described in the literature (See: Santos et al., 2025; Tobiasson and 
Jamasb, 2016; Le Maitre, 2024). These include national strategies (like 
sovereign wealth funds), community-level strategies (like joint ven
tures), and individualist strategies (like tax cuts). Community payments 
or benefits, as discussed here, are a mechanism through which 
engagement can occur. As an instrumental tool, community benefit 
payments have been critiqued, with them instead suggested as a 
mechanism to address distributional asymmetries related to the impacts 
of infrastructural developments (Cowell et al., 2012).

While a focus is given to community energy across much of the 
literature, there is a broader emergent discussion of community wealth 
building, which in concert with the established tradition of corporate 
social responsibility offers a space through which this question of 
community capacity can be explored (Slee, 2015; Breakey et al., 2025). 
Community wealth building had emerged across western neoliberal 
contexts (Kohn, 2020; Hanna and Kelly, 2021; Guinan and O’Neill, 
2019) in response to the disempowering forces felt at the local level, 
imposed by private financial and commercial interests. Community 
wealth building has been defined as an approach to “local economic 
development strategy focused on building collaborative, inclusive, sus
tainable, and democratically controlled local economies” (Guinan & 
O’Neill, 2020; P.13). The net-zero transition has been acknowledged as a 
key opportunity to further expand upon the scope and application of 
community wealth building, enabling more democratic forms of local 
economic development (Lacey-Barnacle et al., 2023). The potential is 
vast, ranging from decentralised energy markets to technical net-zero 
innovations such as energy storage and vehicle to grid markets. 
Within this work, we expand upon community benefit funding to play a 
function within a community wealth building agenda. Focusing on the 
potential of added benefits which might have not been available 
otherwise (Rudolph et al., 2018) we further explore the ‘productive ef
fects’ of community benefits, and their instrumental role in deepening 
participation with energy and sustainability; drawing out in this 
instance emergent meanings and practices from the perspective of 
multiple community groups and stakeholders (Chilvers and Kearnes, 
2020).

This paper adds to the growing body of literature on community 
benefit funding as a strengthening energy policy mechanism to support 
the energy transition. Much of the focus in the literature to date focuses 
on renewable energy technologies and we add to this with a specific 
focus on the necessary electricity grid infrastructure developments 
required to enable the energy transition. Thus, this paper contributes to 
the existing body of knowledge by examining community benefit 
funding within the framework of grid technology and infrastructure, 
which entails distinct socio-technical dynamics (Walker and Cass, 
2007). Indeed, while grid infrastructure is notoriously controversial and 
faces many implementation challenges, it has received comparatively 

less attention in terms of public acceptance and engagement research 
(Devine-Wright and Devine-Wright, 2009; Flachsbarth et al., 2021). This 
is concerning because some research suggests that acceptance of trans
mission grid developments tends to be lower than that of other large 
energy projects, such as wind energy (Hyland and Bertsch, 2018).

Ireland is selected as a useful case study, given firstly the relatively 
low levels of public acceptance of new transmission lines according to 
Koecklin et al. (2021) and secondly, the recent new practices (Boyle 
et al., 2024) adopted by Ireland’s transmissions system grid operator 
(EirGrid) in how engagement with citizens and communities on grid 
infrastructure takes place (Boyle et al., 2025). In this paper we investi
gate the implementation by EirGrid of different community benefit 
funds, following three different approaches, asking: how do differently 
structured approaches to community benefit funding support commu
nity development and wider sustainability goals?

The research developed through this paper was co-funded by Eir
Grid, who acted to support it through providing interviews and 
networking functions to fund administrators, chairs and community 
groups where necessary. The work is part of the larger STEPS project 
which looks at public engagement for energy infrastructure delivery. 
Lessons from this paper will be made available to EirGrid. This work 
builds upon earlier research on community engagement across a range 
of organisations (Boyle et al., 2022), from which a research proposal was 
prepared to further investigate EirGrid as innovative in this space. 
Although acting with academic independence throughout the process, 
our positionality must be acknowledged regarding our relationships 
with the TSO as co-funder of the project within which this research 
paper is situated.

The paper is structured as follows: Section 2 engages with evolving 
meaning and practices around community benefit, including emerging 
implications for public engagement within existing literature. Section 3
provides more information on the focus of the case study investigated. 
Section 4 presents the methods used and the two-phase approach 
deployed. Section 5 provides the results from across the three cases 
examined, namely grid upgrades at Clashavoon- Dunmanway and Laois- 
Kilkenny along with the Celtic Interconnector. Section 5 discusses the 
significance of the results and Section 6 provides conclusions and policy 
recommendations.

2. Defining and implementing community benefit schemes: an 
overview of evolving themes

With the publication of Silent Spring, the dangers of industrial 
pollution become commonly understood within the public sphere. 
Following on from disasters such as Three Mile Island (1979) and 
Chernobyl (1986), heightened pressures and scrutiny were placed on 
developers to consider their impact when delivering projects in relation 
to local communities and economies, biodiversity and the environment. 
Since this time, corporate social responsibility (CSR) has been main
streamed across energy companies globally, becoming synonymous with 
Environmental, Social, Governance (ESG) factors in more recent times. 
Evolving standards relative to the environmental and social impacts of 
local industrial development help legitimise the idea that ESG initiatives 
are, in fact, what should be expected of responsible economic actors 
(Breakey et al., 2025). Community benefit arrangements can be defined 
in this context as an ethical and social imperative that communities 
should reasonably expect from developers (ibid). The appropriateness 
and desirability of ‘doing good’ actions by corporate entities, as such, 
add legitimacy to CBFs and align in many instances with societal ex
pectations of CSR (Jeong and Kim, 2019).

Community benefit funding in relation to energy infrastructure de
velopments can be seen to respond to CSR and ESG requirements whilst 
also being a means to democratize planning processes or, as traditionally 
enacted, a means to achieve social acceptance and a ‘social licence to 
operate.’ Furthermore, research has also shown that making more 
explicit the key distinctions between risk mitigation within projects, 
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provision of compensation, provision of benefits, and power dynamics 
between actors is essential, as it has implications for how benefits ulti
mately are distributed and delivered (Kerr et al., 2017). Thus, while in 
principle, financial benefits are in the first instance perceived positively 
by communities, they can also become conflictual and challenging 
processes (Clausen and Rudolph, 2020; Le Maitre, 2024).

In investigating community benefit as a key energy policy strategy 
for renewable energy, Määttä (2024) highlights the impact that such 
approaches can have on developer-community relationships, with both 
positive and negative implications indicated depending upon several 
criteria for effective collaboration between parties. The balance of 
power, levels and perceptions of fairness, trust in the process and rela
tionship, and inclusion in consultation processes of those not considered 
as the “community” are key factors influencing the success potential of a 
community benefit process. Alongside these, the incentive to collabo
rate, the institutional design, and facilitative leadership are also key 
(Määttä, 2024). Reimagining such processes is suggested to ensure that 
public trust in energy transition processes is not jeopardised. In the 
Scottish context of Määttä’s study concerning renewables, mandatory 
but smaller fund amounts, shared ownership of benefits, innovative 
public funding mechanisms to benefit host communities, and the 
removal of community benefit requirements are all suggested as 
different reimagining options. Further work in the Irish context in 
relation to onshore wind farms, finds that fairness and transparency are 
perceived as central to the management of community benefit funds, 
with proposals needing to be assessed with regard to their value to the 
community (Le Maitre, 2023).

Community benefits are increasingly common in the delivery of large 
energy projects. It’s therefore not surprising that definitions and themes 
associated with community benefits have evolved. Unfolding research 
explorations reveal interesting new areas of concern and have enabled 
the emergence of counter-discourses on CBF appraisal, namely by 
redirecting more attention toward energy justice (Cowell et al., 2011, 
2012; Morgera, 2014; Rudolph et al., 2018).

Community benefit schemes can be defined as arrangements be
tween various stakeholders involved in energy projects, including 
typically local communities and project developers, whereby developers 
provide a range of monetary or non-monetary benefits, which may 
include paying a fixed amount to communities, delivering empower
ment measures, and new infrastructure (Glasson, 2021). The ‘spatiality’ 
of benefit provision, associated typically with pre-set boundaries around 
local host communities is an enduring theme (Devine-Wright and 
Sherry-Brennan, 2019). Emergent interpretations of communities in the 
context of both offshore wind projects and energy justice frames have 
led to increased calls for greater flexibility in the way local and prox
imity boundaries are defined (Rudolph et al. 2017; Le Maitre, 2024).

The benefits vary substantially and can take the form of individual 
household payments to community members, or payments to a local 
community fund which can be used for collective endeavours. They can 
be mandatory or voluntary arrangements. Some definitions highlight the 
critical distinction between benefit as compensation or risk mitigation 
and benefit as reward, with the former being the main category of un
derstanding in terms of good practice (Kojo and Richardson, 2014). 
Other definitions include that proposed by Wynberg and Hauck (2014)
whereby benefit-sharing is advanced as ‘a new way of approaching 
natural resource management and spreading the costs and benefits of 
using and conserving eco-systems and their resources across actors’ 
(p.6).

The work of Hyland and Bertsch (2018), in investigating not only 
community benefit schemes, but also equity involvements, joint ven
tures, and energy cooperatives, find that there is no singularly favour
able mechanism demographically but rather that different groups in the 
population prefer different schemes, adding further nuance to the 
different suitability across technologies. Here, it is noted that not only 
does the topic concern distributional justice, but the evidence suggests 
that involvement in the procedural aspects of renewable energy 

infrastructure developments is equally important. Across the various 
involvement mechanisms investigated, community benefit schemes 
correlated to the highest level of acceptance for grid developments when 
compared with “no compensation” or “equity involvement”. The find
ings represented through this study are not given to be universal, but 
rather are context specific to the Irish case. The work of Curtin et al. 
(2018, 2019) provides further insight on financial incentives for mobi
lizing citizen investment in renewables from both an Irish and Interna
tional perspective. As supported by this work (Curtin et al., 2018), 
policymakers should be cautious in assuming that different countries 
and contexts will yield similar results, returning to the nuance of cases 
referenced above (Kerr et al., 2017).

A 2010 study (Cass et al., 2010), found that the normative case for 
community benefit is accepted by different relevant stakeholders, yet 
the mechanisms for doing it remain complex. Through investigating 
local benefit provision in relation to renewable energy technologies 
(wave, tidal, wind, biomass) in the U.K., the authors find government 
advice to suggest that community benefits should be incorporated into 
projects at an early stage. However, this does not lead to a unified 
approach, with industry respondents to the study stating that they still 
are met with public perceptions of benefit as ‘bribery’ regardless of the 
time of its implementation. Experimental studies have highlighted 
participant responses to hypothetical projects as negatively impacted 
when framed as ‘bribery’ (Walker et al., 2014). This gives further weight 
to calls for approaches to engagement which use community benefit 
schemes as only one amongst a number of interventions culminating in a 
broader community consultation approach (Devine-Wright and 
Sherry-Brennan, 2019).

The timing of implementation may not fully address urgent concerns 
regarding bribery. However, Breakey et al. (2025) argue that strategi
cally designed CBFs should help reduce ethical considerations related to 
the perception of community benefits as a moral hazard. In other words, 
that CBF design should be defined and operationalised in a way that does 
not harmfully impact local decision-making and that it enables rather 
than undermines people’s civic engagement (and duty) toward local 
socio-environmental welfare issues (ibid) and the use of local natural 
resources (Barritt, 2014). Thus, the ‘ethical’ way forward as proposed by 
Breakey et al. (2025) is for the advancement of policies that ensure that 
‘civic and custodian responsibilities’ are protected (p.6). The engage
ment dimension of community benefit funding has received little 
attention; indeed, community benefits remain a ‘fuzzy area’ with often 
overlapping rationales (Glasson, 2021); as argued by Cowell et al. 
(2011) there is a degree of ‘constructive ambiguity’ in this so that 
‘fluidity of meaning allows the concept to hold together a range of in
terests’ (p.549). This sense of openness unfolds various possibilities for 
leveraging the benefit of CBFs in terms of engagement and community 
vibrancy. Speaking of Community Benefit Agreements (CBA), Baxamusa 
(2008) considers the empowerment and coalition-building possibilities 
of these projects and suggests that they have the potential to bring 
together otherwise unconnected groups which in turn promotes more 
coherent and more ambitious development proposals. Aitken (2010)
emphasises the role of participation in building trust and construing CBF 
processes that are considered fair. This idea is reiterated by Cowell et al. 
(2011), whereby financial advantage is positioned alongside engage
ment and participation as necessary to shaping people’s acceptance of 
energy projects.

3. Case study focus

3.1. Community payments and benefit schemes in electricity grid 
developments in Europe

It has become increasingly common practice in a European context 
for transmission system operators (TSOs) to make payments to com
munities who are situated within the location of new grid infrastructure 
and grid infrastructure updates which impact in some way upon those 
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communities. The publication of the European Commissions Grid Action 
Plan in 2023 outlined the need for public engagement to facilitate 
”accelerated deployment” of new grid infrastructure across the union. 
Community payments can be situated within a wider suite of public 
engagement approaches and are referred to under a number of names, e. 
g. compensation, gain, benefit. Fitting within the work of Hyland and 
Bertsch (2018) and Cass et al., 2010, the approaches used to both design 
and administer payments to communities are broad and take different 
forms when looking specifically at the electricity grid. With relation to 
transmission power lines, there is a lack of policy guidelines to assist 
TSOs in delivering community payments, and from this, there has been, 
to date, a lack of in-depth investigations into how such payments or 
benefits are administered (Devine-Wright and Sherry-Brennan, 2019).

As with the discussion on renewable energy infrastructure more 
broadly, community payment methods and benefit schemes, when 
applied to electricity transmission infrastructure, have been criticized as 
a potential representation of the developer trying to purchase consent 
(RGI, 2018). While attempting to increase local acceptance of a project, 
a perceived “buying” of consent is negatively impacted by the diverse 
range of methods used in the design and delivery of the schemes. The 
need for case studies which highlight different mechanisms is warranted 
to build good practice in this area.

In 2018, Renewable Grids Initiative published ‘Community 
Payments-case studies from across Europe’, which outlined four Euro
pean examples of community payments related to grid infrastructure 
from TSOs (RGI, 2018). The countries included were Germany, Ireland, 
Italy, and France. Some core characteristics of community payments, 
applicable across all four cases, were outlined. Community payments 
fund projects within a geographical community context leading to local 
benefit. They are set for a pre-determined contribution, be that yearly or 
on a one-off basis. Local and regional authorities are involved in the 
processes either through controlling the funds or assisting in the man
agement and dissemination of funds. The amount made available is 
related to specific project characteristics, e.g. length of line, project cost, 
etc. Finally, funds are restricted to a pre-defined geographic area upon 
which the project impacts. How such geographic boundaries are 
defined, communicated, and justified has been found to be imperfect yet 
often accepted in its pragmatic framing (Devine-Wright and 
Sherry-Brennan, 2019).

The four case studies from 50 Hz (German TSO), EirGrid (Irish TSO), 
RTE (French TSO), and Terna (Italian TSO) in 2018 highlight the 
different forms which community payments can take. They can involve 
payments to affected authorities, selected projects, or individuals. They 
can also use investment mechanisms like crowdfunding. These diverse 
approaches have trade-offs in terms of advantages and disadvantages. 
Some are more flexible, and some are more transparent. Some are more 
complex to design while others don’t consider public interest.

3.2. EirGrid, public engagement, and community benefit funds

Building upon insights previously provided on community benefit 
approaches related to transmission grid developments, our study in
vestigates the implementation of three community benefit schemes in 
Ireland, with each developing from the previous iteration to enable 
procedural and distributional participation of geographically defined 
communities. The first involves one-time payment of funding with an 
open thematic format, the second is multi-year funding in an open 
thematic format, and finally the third is multi-year funding with a the
matic structure across the strands of sustainability, biodiversity and 
community.

Since its establishment in 2006, EirGrid has worked to develop its 
approach to public engagement due to both public opposition and the 
considerable need for grid infrastructure development to meet national 
energy objectives (Boyle et al., 2024). In recent times, EirGrid has 
implemented a six-step process for public engagement (See: Fig. 3) 
which supports their engagements with citizens and communities in the 

development of projects. Within this approach, community forums play 
an important role as a type of public participation approach that in
cludes local stakeholders, such as corporations, authorities, volunteer 
organisations, and community councils. Its responsibilities include 
representing the opinions of the community, offering advice on regional 
requirements, identifying chances for cooperation, resolving conflicts, 
giving project input, participating in community benefit plans, and 
disseminating information to a wider audience.

It’s important to note EirGrid’s legal obligation to connect electricity 
generators. As the national electricity transmission system operator for 
Ireland, they have a statutory function. Subject to direction from the 
regulator, this statute requires them to offer a connection to the grid for 
those who request it. They are legally required to develop the grid in 
response to plans for new electricity generation, such as wind farms. As 
part of EirGrid’s approach to establishing a community benefit fund, 
they appoint a community benefit fund administrator. There are four 
organisations that are listed on the tender framework to apply to provide 
community benefit fund administration services. These are Ground
works Northern Ireland, SECAD, M-CO, and WSP UK Ltd. The commu
nity forums established for grid infrastructure projects are 
independently chaired.

Within this study we have focused on applying the methodology 
(Fig. 2) across three case studies. Clashavoon-Dunmanway (Case 1-CD), 
Laois-Kilkenny (Case 2- LK), and the Celtic Interconnector (Case 3- CI).

4. Methods

As noted, to investigate the implementation of community benefit 
funding we followed three different fund implementations across three 
distinct geographic regions (Fig. 1). The research process followed a 
two-phase approach. Firstly, we conducted interviews with EirGrid, the 
forum chairs for each case (M-CO and Irish Rural Link), and the fund 
administrators (SECAD and M-CO). This provided a contextual outline of 
the specific characteristics of each. This phase informs the case outline 
within the results. Secondly, we conducted surveys, focus groups, and 
fund-route analysis for each of the projects under investigation. This 
informs the ‘community feedback’ within the results.

4.1. Interviews

In the first instance, we conducted interviews with EirGrid em
ployees working on each of the three projects. The community liaison 
officers for each of these were interviewed early on in the research 
process. Following this, we interviewed the forum chairs, and the fund 
administrators. This work was completed to build the cases concerning 
each of the three areas, as outlined in the results, informed by previous 
research (Boyle et al., 2024, 2025). Due to its adaptability, a 
semi-structured interview method has been used. Before the interviews, 
questions were further developed using an interview guide that was 
prepared and tested internally. While some specific questions were 
required for each of the three interviewee types (EirGrid, Forum Chair, 
and Fund Administrator), the general interview guide provided broad 
questions that applied to all involved. Reflections on their role in the 
case, the history of the consultation process, the purpose and dynamics 
of the related community forum, and the dynamics of the benefit fund 
procedure and its execution were all requested of the participants. New 
codes were developed inside the transcriptions through thematic anal
ysis of the data (Castleberry and Nolen, 2018), and these codes guided 
the iterative process of generating pertinent emergent themes. The 
relation of specific quotes to interviewee responses has been given a 
designation within the results (i.e. Interview 1 = I1, etc.).

4.2. Surveys

In the Case 1- CD funding was provided in over a single round. Due to 
this, there was no continued relationship between EirGrid and the 
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communities. A community ‘recognition day’ was organised by EirGrid 
to highlight the different initiatives funded through the programme. The 
research team prepared a survey which could be administered both 
online and in person during this event and after it had taken place. A pre- 
structured deductive qualitative survey style was deployed (Jansen, 
2010) with 13 respondents completing the survey during and after the 
community recognition day. Codes and themes were developed from the 
survey using thematic analysis of the data. The survey questions are 
included (alongside response) in appendix 2. Online qualitative surveys 
were also used in the focus groups for the other two cases as outlined 
below.

4.3. Focus groups

For Case 2- LK and Case 3- CI we investigated the first round of 
funding in a three round process. Due to this, an ongoing relationship 
between the community forums, the fund administrators, and EirGrid 
was in place. Relationships building with these communities took place 
firstly through attending forum meetings to introduce our research 
project followed by the organisation of two online focus groups, one for 
each case. The focus group structure was organized around the 
completion of three short online surveys shared during the online 
workshop. The research team compiled responses to the surveys in real 
time, presented them back to the participants, and facilitated a discus
sion on the topics raised. The surveys focused on 1) reflecting on the 
community benefit fund process, 2) building on the process moving 
forward, and 3) recommendations for community groups leveraging 
opportunities for development. There were 25 respondents across the 
two focus groups (13 Case 2- LK, 12 Case 3-CI). A total of 38 community 
participants were involved in this part of the investigation. Codes and 
themes were developed from the surveys using thematic analysis, and 

visualisations were created using word clouds to highlight responses. 
The detailed empirical information from the surveys in contained within 
Appendix 3. The recommendations brought forward through the two 
focus groups were compiled and voted on by participants using online 
voting software.

4.4. Fund-route mapping

The routes of three EirGrid projects were recreated by georeferencing 
publicly available jpeg images of the infrastructure projects. This was 
done to visualise the routes, projects funded, and forum membership. 
Georeferencing is a process of adding spatial reference information to 
raster data (Hill, 2006). Scanned images, some aerial photography and 
historical data do not contain spatial reference information but images, 
i.e.jpeg or.png, can be imported into several GIS applications and be 
georeferenced to align with other spatial information (e.g. a county 
boundary). In this case, the publicly available infrastructure project 
maps from EirGrid were imported into ArcGIS Pro via the georeferenc
ing tool (ESRI, 2023). The image was aligned with real world features 
such as road junctions using control points in ArcGIS Pro. Once the 
images were reasonably aligned across its breadth, RMS error of less 
than 3000m, the routes of the three EirGrid projects were traced as line 
shapefiles. The community groups under consideration were those in 
receipt of funding as members and non-members of associated com
munity forums, as investigated through the surveys and focus groups 
(See: Appendix 1 for a full outline of groups), and forum members not in 
receipt of funding. Blue dots represent fund beneficiaries who are not 
members of a project community forum, green dots represent fund 
beneficiaries who are members of a project community forum, and red 
dots represent forum members not associated with a funding project. 
Spatial data for the community groups was sourced using publicly 

Fig. 1. Outline of case studies.

Fig. 2. Methods outline for three community cases.
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available information from Cork County PPN, Laois PPN, Kilkenny PPN, 
social media pages/profiles and Google Maps. Latitude and longitude 
coordinates were approximated for each group using this process. Three 
groups had no exact address or fixed location (Youghal Fishermen’s 
Association, Carrigtwohill Flower and Garden Club & Carrigtwohill Girl 
Guides) and were assigned a set of coordinates within that townland.

5. Results

The results are presented here across the three cases. We provide 
outlines of each individual case using reference to the interviews con
ducted with those working on the projects and the communities in 
receipt of funding as gathered through the surveys and focus groups. 
Firstly, Case 1- CD is outlined as following EirGrid’s previous strategy 
for community benefit funding and, as such, is a different methodolog
ical approach using only surveys. Case 2- LK and Case 3-CI use surveys 
and focus groups alongside voting on recommendations to shape the 
results. Fund-route analysis is provided for each of the cases. More 
detailed results are provided for the latter two cases due to the approach 
taken and access to the cases. Each of the three cases is presented as a 
case outline’ informed by the interviews and ‘community feedback’ 
informed by the surveys and focus groups.

Fig. 3 below was prepared to highlight EirGrid’s strategic approach 
to community benefit funding and its development over time. It is sit
uated within the historical context of EirGrid’s development of public 
engagement (See: Boyle et al., 2024) and their six-step strategy (See: 
Boyle et al., 2025). We highlight both the old scheme (which applied to 
Case 1-CD among others) and the new strategy (which applies Case 3- 
CI). Case 2- LK acts as a hybrid bridging approach, which releases 
funding in three stages as per the new scheme but does not explicitly 
relate to thematic streams as per the old scheme.

5.1. Case 1-CD

5.1.1. Case outline
A 110 kV electricity line connecting a substation in Clashavoon near 

Macroom, Co. Cork, with the outskirts of Dunmanway, Co. Cork, using 
overhead cables was prepared to enable new sources of renewable 

energy to the grid, particularly the wind resources available in South
west Cork (Fig. 4). The construction of the line began in 2016 and was 
energized in 2020. The community fund was announced in 2021, and 
online (Covid-19) information sessions were held to input stakeholder 
and community views into the implantation of the fund. A total of 
€600,000 was awarded by EirGrid to community groups and not-for 
profit organisations near the Clashavoon-Dunmanway area, funding 
36 projects for the development of community and sports facilities, 
youth facilities, heritage projects, older person initiatives, and enter
prise activities. There were approximately 50 applications to the fund. 
Priority was given to applicants within 3 km of the transmission line, 
however, if applications clearly outlined the benefit provided to the 
communities in question, they were eligible to submit an application.

An independent fund support and administration body was estab
lished to assist groups through the process. Applicants were assessed by 
representatives of EirGrid, the fund administrator (M-CO), and an in
dependent evaluator. The panel sought to ensure that benefit was spread 
amongst communities.

Within this case, the new six-step strategy was not integrated into the 
approach. Due to this, the community forum was not set up early in the 
overall process and was not involved in shaping the community benefit 
fund strategy. The new approach also gives funding over three phases, 
and the amount given is three times greater. This was recognised as an 
influence on the ability of communities to maximise the potential for 
development; 

“Giving funds out over the three phases, allows community groups to 
have time. It allows them to build their business plans or community 
development plans … It allows them to leverage other funding and 
we have that opportunity to do that more capacity building” (I1)

Despite this, however, the general response to the rollout of the 
community benefit funding was perceived as positive by the fund 
administrator; 

“They’re all just delighted to get the money … And then as the time 
has gone on, it’s just been very positive" (I2)

Fig. 3. Outline of strategy development for community benefit funding and six-step strategy.
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5.1.2. Community feedback
A member of our research team attended the EirGrid Community 

Recognition Day held in Dunmanway in 2022. At this event, the survey 
was administered with 11 people completing it using physical copies 
and 2 people completing it online after the event. The overall responses 
to the questions posed (see: Appendix 2) were positive. In describing the 
community benefit fund, all 13 responses were positive; “the cynical view 
would be that the Community Benefit Fund is only ’buying’ local people, but 
you could say that it’s extending the hand of friendship, that it’s a gesture of 
good will”. In relation to working with both M-CO and EirGrid, all re
spondents reflected positively, with most viewing M-CO as having a 
more central role in the process. Interestingly, in reflecting upon 
learnings and skills developed through the process, most respondents 
felt they relied on their previous experiences and expertise in this space. 
Of the few that had learnings these related to becoming more comfort
able applying for such opportunities and working more closely with 

volunteers.
Ten of the respondents felt that the introduction of the SDGs into the 

process had informed their community missions. This related to well
being, energy efficiency, biodiversity, and sustainable consumption. 
Most participants felt they would be interested in working in partnership 
with organisations on similar opportunities in the future. No one was 
against this potential, but a couple were unsure of their group’s plans to 
move forward. In terms of improving the community fund process there 
were no suggestions with it viewed as straightforward, flexible and 
simple.

5.2. Case 2-LK

5.2.1. Case outline
The project consists of a 400/110 kV substation location at Cool

nabacky, to the south-east of Portlaoise, Co. Laois, to connect two 

Fig. 4. Beneficiaries of case 1-CD community benefit fund.
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existing overhead lines; a 400 kV line between Moneypoint and Duns
town and a 110 kV line between Athy and Portlaoise (Fig. 5). Alongside 
this, a new smaller 110/38 kV substation at Ballyragget, Co.Kilkenny 
with two new 110 kV lines connecting the two substations has also been 
developed. Upgrades to the Ballyragget-Kilkenny line and the Athy- 
Portloaise line are also included within the work. Considerable opposi
tion to the project within affected communities was mobilized in the 
years prior to our investigation. Although not within the timeframe or 
scope of this research, this opposition warrants further investigation and 
research. Some of the main reasons for opposition related to concerned 
the substations potential to facilitate further industrial development of 
the area, considered by protestors as unsustainable for the region 
(Mooney, 2020; Ganly, 2018). The emergence of opposition may have 
emanated from poor engagement practices as delivered through Eir
Grid’s previous engagement strategy (Boyle et al., 2024).

In 2020, EirGrid and ESB Networks announced that a voluntary 

community forum would be established. A project community fund was 
launched in 2021, with the community forum (consisting of civic, social, 
and political representatives) providing input into the administration of 
the fund. The community forum was outlined as a recommendation by 
Irish Rural Link in an independent assessment of the project (Boland and 
Dooley, 2020), considering the distrust which emerged at an early stage 
whereby; 

“the engagement at the very beginning and by the entity (EirGrid) 
was really poor and it didn’t really answer questions and it allowed a 
system to develop or a situation to develop whereby massive trust 
was being broken”. (I4)

Information sessions and public meetings were held, followed by an 
expression of interest period and the establishment of the community 
forum. Through this process trust began to be re-established, yet still 
remained a challenge; 

Fig. 5. Beneficiaries of case 2-LK community benefit fund.
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“I think it will take a little bit of time before you could confidently 
say that there is now a full trust there … I think the community there 
is still very much affected … I don’t know if that will change a great 
deal and so I think it’ll take a lot of time”. (I4)

In late 2021 the community benefit fund became open for applica
tions, following the development of a community fund strategy with 
Laois-Kilkenny Community Forum. €204,600, 40% of the total fund 
value, was made available in this first phase of the fund roll-out. Priority 
was given to applications in areas within 3 km of the works. Of the total 
€511,500, the first 40% was awarded to successful applicants in April 
2022. The fund administrator played a central role in preparing appli
cants through this process, ensuring they understood all aspects and 
requirements; 

“the more prepared the groups are and the more aware they are … 
you don’t want to frighten them away, but you want them to be fully 
prepared with everything that they need on their side in terms of 
documentation, things like tax clearance, having your own bank 
account" (I5)

5.2.2. Community feedback
During the focus groups, surveys were disseminated as outlined in 

the methods section above. Responses to the survey were visualised as a 
word cloud and presented in real-time to participants for group dis
cussion during the focus group. The sentiment expressed regarding the 
community benefit fund was mainly focused on an appraisal of its value 
over its function and procedural structure. In this regard, it was viewed 
favourably as an opportunity for community enhancement which was 
accessible and could be leveraged to develop projects locally. Similarly, 
to the experiences of working with M-CO, the respondents viewed the 
experience of working with EirGrid positively with no negative senti
ment. Neither group was specifically referenced by respondents so there 
was no delineation between the experience of working with either 
group. Learnings and skills development in relation to new means 
through which to engage with different local groups and the develop
ment of project management skills were noted by respondents. On from 
this, it was recognised that further training for members of community 
organisations would be beneficial. Most participants found the intro
duction of the SDGs helpful to their ongoing community work. A few 
were unsure of its benefit or left the question blank. Awareness raising 
with regards to the SDGs coupled with using them as a means through 
which to make decisions about community development were high
lighted as important considerations.

Some core structural aspects of how the community benefit fund was 
designed were outlined as areas for improvement by participants. The 
cost of finance, whereby groups must pay for their projects upfront 
before claiming back through the fund, was viewed as onerous on 
groups. As a solution, direct payments to groups were suggested 
alongside interest-free loans. The potential for joint submissions was 
seen as a potentially beneficial avenue to increase the impact of funds, 
whilst also potentially minimising administrative burdens. With regards 
to developing further new skills, some group specific points were raised 
such as media and marketing skills and first aid to support outdoor ac
tivities. More strategically focused skills were mentioned in relation to 
sustainable energy production and energy efficiency, highlighting the 
potential of match funding through other bodies to enable energy 
related activities and the need for more direct capacity building at the 
local level for the energy transition to be undertaken across society.

The community benefit fund was viewed as supporting the commu
nities to develop projects but had not changed their primary objectives 
moving forward. While this is not the aim of EirGrid, deeper consider
ation at a national level is needed regarding building capacity for groups 
to work more closely on climate action, adaptation, and the energy 
transition. All groups responded favourably towards further opportu
nities to work with similar agencies and bodies moving forward (See: 

Appendix 2; Tables 1–4 for further details on community feedback from 
Case 2-LK).

5.3. Case 3-CI

5.3.1. Case outline
The Celtic Interconnector is a subsea link to allow the exchange of 

electricity between Ireland and France (Fig. 6). The interconnector is co- 
funded by EirGrid and RTE with co-financing from the EU. In 2019, 
€530.7 million was awarded to the project from the European Com
mission’s Connecting Europe Facility for the design and delivery of the 
project. After following their established six-step strategy for public 
engagement (Boyle et al., 2025) ensuring community involvement in the 
development of the project, An Bord Pleanála granted planning 
permission to EirGrid for the Celtic Interconnector Project in May 2022. 
SECAD, appointed fund administrator in June of 2021, overtook the 
development of the community benefit fund strategy with the estab
lished community forum and the wider community through information 
sessions, surveys and media notices. The fund is to a total of €2.4 million, 
split over three phases and equally proportioned across three categories: 
Community, Sustainability, and Biodiversity. In late 2022, SECAD 
circulated a survey within the area and ran six information sessions in 
community centres across the cable route. From this, close to 500 sub
missions were received. The data from these surveys were combined 
with input from forum members, workshop discussions of the commu
nity forum, and stakeholder interviews to develop the community 
benefit fund strategy, which was then presented to and ratified by the 
community forum. 

“The strategy wasn’t around projects, it was around teams and pri
orities and users and community needs … through the strategy we 
were able to work with EirGrid quite closely to shape it so that there 
weren’t communities being left behind in terms of their needs” (I8)

Following evaluation on Phase 1 (2023), 29 successful applicants 
were announced. €320,000 was allocated to community stream, appli
cations. The €960,000 available in Phase 1 represents 40 percent of the 
total €2.4 million Celtic Interconnector Community Benefit Fund.

Speaking prior to the fund being launched, this was acknowledged as 
a potential challenge; 

“To submit for funding requests under the three headings may be a 
bit difficult and may result in communities fragmenting their re
quests or forcing their request under certain headings that don’t 
necessarily correspond to what those headings are” (I6)

5.3.2. Community feedback
The format of results follows the same approach as Case 2-LK. 

Interestingly, as the level of depth to the process increases, the num
ber of recommendations for its improvement follows. The further 
engaged with groups are, the more recommendations they have towards 
the improvement of the process highlighting an increased capacity in the 
space of funding. Similar to earlier respondents within the previous 
cases, the experience of working alongside EirGrid and the fund 
administrator (SECAD) was viewed favourably. Some participants noted 
their more direct engagement with SECAD, as fund administrator while 
another highlighted the early engagement of EirGrid, relating back to 
the six-step strategy as praiseworthy. In describing the fund, an effort for 
community buy-in was suggested alongside an opportunity for project 
development to benefit communities. The three streams, unique to this 
case, were also highlighted. Managing the complexity of the process 
through regular meetings and engagement was commended.

The importance of sustainability as a framing for community 
development was highlighted as a key learning point by several partic
ipants. The standard of required submission coupled with the onerous 
nature of form filling were highlighted, while another respondent had 
previously developed skills in this space. In relation to the SDGs, most 
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found them to be a useful framing through which their group’s mission 
could be developed. One deemed it to not be of value whilst 2 re
spondents considered it “not applicable”. Repeat responses have been 
grouped together.

The three-strand approach across the thematic areas of biodiversity, 
sustainability, community were called into question in some responses 
with a need for more capital projects outlined. Second to this, the 
application process and the online system of reporting provided minor 
challenges to some respondents. The importance of small-scale projects 
receiving full funding was noted, as “a community project does not have to 
be a large project”. Regarding new skills, more knowledge on grants and 
how to “tap into” this funding infrastructure were noted by several 
participants. More information on biodiversity was also seen as a po
tential area of capacity building, as represented through the under- 
prescribed associated stream. The participants in the focus group saw 
the fundings as important to achieving their objectives moving forward 
and provided an opportunity to increase the scale of work undertaken. 
Across all respondents, similar opportunities in the future would be 
sought to work with other state agencies and bodies highlighting the 
favourable perception of the process across the focus group participants. 
(See: Appendix 2; Tables 5–8 for further details on community feedback 
from Case 2-LK).

5.4. Recommendations from communities for community benefit funding 
approaches

Here, we outline the main recommendations across the two focus 

groups. The recommendations were grouped and compiled over the 
areas of suggestions for support and suggestions for fund management. A 
voting exercise was conducted online with participants ranking impor
tance on a scale of 1–5. The aggregated score out of 5 is provided for 
each. 13 of the 25 participants completed the exercise. Case 1-CD was 
not part of the exercise due to limitations on our research engagement 
with the community groups. Due to limited sample size/completion rate, 
the ranked results are not suggested as absolute but rather indicative of 
sentiment. These recommendations prove useful in relation to emergent 
policy for community benefit funding in the development of not only 
grid infrastructure, but also renewable energy production (Table 1).

6. Discussion

6.1. A structured approach to community benefit funding

It is useful to reflect on the results in the context of the research 
question, “how do different structured approaches to community benefit 
funding support community development and wider sustainability 
goals?” In Case 1-CD, whereby the community benefit fund was given 
over in a single round and placed little importance on specific thematic 
funding, the participants were strongly supportive of the approach taken 
by the TSO but offered little guidance to its improvement moving for
ward. While this positively represents the role of the fund administration 
and community liaison officers within EirGrid, it has limited scope with 
relation to building capacity for wider sustainability, the energy tran
sition, or climate action.

Fig. 6. Beneficiaries of case 3-CI community benefit fund.

E. Boyle et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                    Energy Policy 208 (2026) 114873 

10 



In the third case, Case 3-CI, where more structure was placed on the 
funding, some participants struggled to accept equal weighting across 
the strands of sustainability, biodiversity, and community. Instead, they 
viewed community as their core focus. In dealing with volunteerism, this 
is a balanced reflection. The challenges of a reliance on community 
volunteerism within the energy transition has been previously discussed 
(Horstink et al., 2020; Sterling Gregg et al., 2020; Brummer, 2018). 
However, alongside this, the positive sentiment of volunteers to work on 
local issues should not be understated. More work is needed on building 
capacity in local areas so that volunteers can see the opportunities to 
leverage funding for sustainability and climate action whilst also 
meeting local objectives. EirGrid has begun developing this capacity by 
introducing training on the sustainable development goals.

Much of the literature on community capacity within the energy 
transition is more specifically focused on community energy (Haggett 
and Aitken, 2015; Leonhardt et al., 2022; Seyfang and Haxeltine, 2012). 
From our investigation, we show that more work is needed to develop 
community capacity to develop their projects which are firstly of their 
own desire and secondly can be aligned with emergent sustainability 
considerations such as biodiversity and energy. This community ca
pacity is at one time general and applied to the processes in place to 
access funding, manage funding processes, and deliver impactful pro
jects for their own contexts and, secondly, builds knowledge and skills in 
relation to aspects of the transition and biodiversity agenda and the 
associated opportunities it presents. The latter should prevent the 
former and instead support community development. More work is 
needed for envisaging such capacity building work and the policy and 
expertise context in which it can be delivered. The wider potential for 
community wealth building is aligned with community benefit funding 
related to infrastructure but also must acknowledge the need to enable 

the citizenry to enact a role within such processes when met with 
increasing pressures on capacity borne out of neo-liberal processes. In a 
European context, continuing on from 20th Century diagnoses, civil 
society participation is in increased decline (Del Monte and Steinhilper, 
2022). The opportunities presented by the energy transition can provide 
means through which community wealth building can be achieved 
across a range of activities and innovations (Lacey-Barnacle et al., 
2023). Despite this, however, it must be clearly acknowledged that 
further thought and effort is needed regarding how communities and 
citizens can be empowered to participate and take advantage of these 
opportunities. The broader field of deliberative democracy can also offer 
assertive insights on theory and practice in this space (Curato et al., 
2021).

6.2. Who in the community benefits from funding?

For Case 2-LK and Case 3-CI, the procedural and distributional as
pects of how the fund is used in the community are important to note. In 
both cases, community forum members were also participants in the 
fund. When applied as a mechanism for undertaking public engagement, 
the community forum structure has the potential to represent a conflict 
of interest in firstly acting as a representative of the wider community, 
and by being involved in shaping the community benefit fund strategy. 
EirGrid mitigated this risk by setting up the establishment of terms of 
reference (TOR) for forum members which are reviewed annually. 
Within the TOR, the forum members’ roles as representing their com
munity groups and wider community are outlined. A rigorous and 
transparent approach to the funding application process was also 
applied. In the cases shown here, 54 % and 48 % of funded projects were 
associated with organisations and groups participating in the commu
nity forum (See: Figs. 5 and 6). As the maps show, the benefit from 
projects (see: Appendix 1-3 for detail) is well spread across the bound
aries. The distributional impact of the fund across the host communities 
could be studied through longitudinal analysis. In relation to the 
participatory considerations, difficulties exist regarding how to engage 
beyond the established community actors. As previously noted, a 
“community” is often created when a project emerges rather than is 
established and responds to said project opportunity (Bristow et al., 
2021). While the role of the forum chairs and fund administrators have 
taken steps to ensure a fair and balanced representation of the com
munities in question, this still represents potential challenges that must 
be considered when administering funding.

EirGrid’s implementation of community benefit funds offer valuable 
opportunities to explore emerging strategies for engaging frontline 
communities in the sustainable transition of energy systems. The role of 
community benefit funds as tools for fostering greater public acceptance 
of energy infrastructure and facilitating local collaborative opportu
nities with grid technologies is particularly relevant in this context. This 
undoubtedly is closely tied to local perceptions regarding the benefits 
and impacts of these funds for communities, including their potential 
value in mitigating the disruptive effects associated with energy infra
structure development. However, there are complexities in interrogating 
perceptions over the merits of community benefit funds. Questions 
remain about procedural processes, namely how local voice and input 
are experienced from a community perspective. Equally important is the 
distributional aspect of the community benefit fund regarding inclusive 
access to the funds. Additionally, local communities’ perceptions of the 
developers and other stakeholders greatly inform how impact is 
perceived on the ground. Finally, ‘community benefits’ can be construed 
or prioritised in various ways, and local environmental sustainability is 
one of many local benefits and often competes with other local socio- 
economic variables.

6.3. Conclusion and policy implications

With community benefit funds becoming more common, Glasson 

Table 1 
Ranked reflections on Community Benefit Fund from community representatives 
of Case 2-LK and Case 3-CI.

Suggestions for support Suggestions for fund management

Gain feedback on unsuccessful 
applications. 4.46

Funding should focus on community 
involvement and inclusion. 4.46

Access to training/supports on 
sustainability and energy related topics 
4.31

Upfront or bridge funding to overcome 
incurred costs of financing. 4.31

Sharing experiences from other 
communities to help build community 
capacity and building networks of 
community groups to maximise impact 
of projects. 4.31

Direct communication with funding 
sources to limit consultation costs. 
Professional expertise within fund 
providers and fund administrators 
should be retained and made available 
to community groups. 4.08

A list of recommended service providers 
and trade people for project areas 4.15

Simplifying the forms would help 
support community groups. 4.00

Identification of long-term needs for 
different communities. On-site support 
in building funding applications 
informed by local site/location. 4.08

Smaller applications should receive 100 
% funding if successful. 3.77

A “cheat sheet” for community groups on 
funding opportunities and supports 
4.08

More flexibility needed on project 
timelines. 3.62

Talks and workshops to build capacity 
including capacity building on 
measuring social, economic, and 
environmental impact of projects and 
further guidance and training on 
project funding. 4.08

Capital projects should be given a 
greater share of funding. 3.54

Continuous assessment of community 
needs as they develop and change over 
time. E.g. a document outline priority 
areas for community development. 
4.00

The design of reporting procedures 
could be improved. 3.17

Support in defining project ambition. 
3.85

Funding should be allocated through 
geography to take out competitive 
aspect which can be divisive. 3.15

Core funding for employment of staff 
3.46

​
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(2021) has argued that there is an evolving convergence and divergence 
in practices associated with CBFs. For instance, the annual community 
benefit approach, as opposed to lump-sum payments, is becoming the 
norm, as is the use of independent fund administrators. Variations are 
plentiful, however, and include differences in criteria for the allocation 
of funding, fund delivery processes and target beneficiaries of funding. 
The implications of this for future schemes are very relevant. One key 
question emerges here: should we move toward more standardised 
practices, or should developers and communities be allowed to define 
the parameters of CBF design and delivery wholly? Rudolf et al. (2014) 
offer a halfway solution to this quandary by recommending that 
non-restrictive guidance should be given to retain needed flexibility for 
communities. Walker et al. (2017), on the other hand, argue that more 
formalised provision of benefits can be regarded as ‘complying with 
policy rather than purposely trying to buy local acceptability’ (p.6). As 
such, more formalised processes could add credence to CBF across 
different communities.

Bearing in mind the debates and by way of providing policy rec
ommendations and suggestions for future research, we stress that from a 
policy perspective, it would be advantageous to establish a set of prin
ciples and guidance notes that set out and frame the community benefit 
schemes as a foundational part of implementing energy projects locally 
and, as such, provide more transparency over the funds.

Helping frame these as a matter of energy policy rather than a tool 
for developers to ‘buy’ local permission for the new developments is 
relevant for adding legitimacy to the scheme (Aitken, 2010). Equally 
important is the design of a scheme that responds proactively to the 
needs and capacities within a community. The development of grant 
proposals and the delivery of community projects requires time, skills 
and money. Support in this area would ensure that more vulnerable or 
less equipped community groups could benefit equally from these funds. 
Reporting and evaluating the scheme based on such criteria would also 
be a step toward reducing inequalities in access to these funds. Specific 
recommendations emerging from community reflections (See: Table 1) 
are outlined below: 

- Aligning community benefit funding with wider sustainability ob
jectives represents an opportunity for co-benefits, however, capacity 
building is needed which should not be led by individual developers 
alone.

- The establishment of long-term needs analyses for communities 
located close to infrastructure may support alignment of CBF and 
wider objectives.

- The development of a network of communities at different stages of 
accessing and implementing funding can support capacity building.

- Developers should be supported through guidance in relation to best 
practice on community benefit funding and encouraged to work 
cross-organisationally to maximise the impact of funds.

- Fund administration has a major role to play in the administration of 
funds in developing infrastructure needed for the energy transition. 
Best practice informed approaches should be implemented and 
support provided to create more service providers.

- If capacity is not built in relation to sustainability and biodiversity at 
the community level, funding should not be ringfenced for such 
initiatives and instead remain open to community objectives.

We investigated EirGrid’s implementation of community benefit 
funds through three distinct contexts and approaches, paying close 
attention to their various processes, including community forum rep
resentation, fund eligibility criteria, engagement with other stake
holders and links to sustainability. In asking “how do different 
structured approaches to community benefit funding support commu
nity development and wider sustainability goals?”, we have found that 
the varied approaches to funding demonstrate that while immediate 
community support is essential, additional efforts are required to build 
local capacity for broader sustainability initiatives, energy transition, 

and climate action. Going forward, EirGrid should continue to enhance 
its capacity-building efforts by providing training and resources focused 
on sustainable development goals. Engaging diverse community mem
bers beyond established actors will strengthen participation and opti
mize the impact of community benefit funds. As such, a balanced 
approach that prioritizes both community needs and sustainability ob
jectives is vital for successfully integrating community funding within 
energy transition strategies.

Overall, the findings reveal that communities were largely optimistic 
and positive about their perceptions of the fund and its impact locally. 
The premise of the community benefit fund as a new feature in the de
livery of local energy infrastructure can be very valuable. Discarding 
these monetary mechanisms as potentially unethical, exploitative, and 
undesirable can be problematic. Mainly if the resultant corollary leads to 
abandoning this form of involvement scheme. Our research shows that 
community benefit funds can provide tangible mechanisms for moder
ating and compensating frontline communities impacted by energy 
infrastructural developments. However, this does negate the value of 
considering the nature of the relationships between a given frontline 
community, developers and other stakeholders. Community Benefit 
funds are arguably at a crossroads; they are no longer fringe arrange
ments between developers and communities (Slee, 2015), but are 
becoming dominant tools within the community engagement portfolio 
to support and empower communities. The potential for CBFs to channel 
sustainable local development is significant and complements the nar
rower notion that CBFs are tools for obtaining community acceptance of 
energy projects.
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