
 

Utrecht (the Netherlands): an energy plan devised by 

citizens 

 

Utrecht has been a member of Energy Cities since 1998. 
 

The context: the necessity for citizen participation in the energy strategy 

Situated in the heart of the Netherlands, Utrecht is a university city with a population of 330,000 and 

around 70,000 students. Since the population is expected to grow until 2020, the local authority pays 

great attention to the quality of life in the city. In 2030, Utrecht will be a “clean, sustainable, green 

and safe”1 city, a pleasant city thanks to the place given to green spaces, air quality, health and the 

development of soft modes of transport. The municipality’s ambition is also to become a more 

participative democracy.  

 

In the Netherlands, barely 5% of the population is a 

member of a political party. Most citizens pay little 

attention to the actions of the municipality of Utrecht 

between elections. This is especially true of energy 

policies. Although the 2009 and 2011 energy and 

climate plans underwent public consultations, the 

meetings were always attended by the same people, 

meaning that the majority of citizens knew little of these 

plans. But many within the municipality believed that 

energy was too important an issue to ignore 

citizens’ priorities.  

 

After reading “Tegen verkiezingen” (Against elections) 

by David van Reybrouck, the elected representative in 

charge of sustainable development, Lot van Hooijdonk, 

suggested that citizens should devise the 2016 

energy and climate plan using deliberative 

democracy principles. This initiative had two 

objectives: compensate for the democratic deficit in 

energy policies and give the city the means to rapidly 

become carbon neutral through intensive collaboration 

with all the local stakeholders. Thanks to the 

participation of its residents, the city of Utrecht hoped 

to create a popular movement that would make the city  
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Deliberative democracy  

Deliberative democracy is about 

reaching a collective decision and is 

characterised by an open debate of 

rational arguments, free from unequal 

negotiating powers. Bernard Manin 

analyses the various components that 

are necessary to encourage such a 

deliberation process. Loïc Blondiaux 

and Yves Sintomer look into the 

emergence of a deliberative imperative 

as the “new spirit of public action”. 
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a pioneer, a truly “energetic heart”2, where energy would not only be the responsibility of the local 

authority, but also of all the local stakeholders. 

Three days of debate were organised in early 2015 to draw up the city’s 2016 energy and climate 

plan. The discussions focused on a central issue: what more can Utrecht do in order to reach the 

target of climate-neutral energy provision as quickly as possible? 

 

Method and organisation of the discussion days 

Selection of the participants 

 

The representativeness of the panel was a key point in organising the event. The municipality first 

randomly selected 10,000 people and sent them invitations to participate in drawing up the new 

energy and climate plan in return for financial compensation (participants could choose between a 

€300 voucher to be used freely and a €600 voucher redeemable for energy measures or electric 

transport). 900 people answered favourably. The municipality selected 165, equally distributed in 

terms of gender and geographic area. Contrary to previous experiments, the compensation 

offered ensured equal representation of the various neighbourhoods. 

 

The team 

 

Eight municipal staff members prepared the event. In total, ten people were involved before and over 

the three days: a researcher from the municipality, who selected the participants, a communication 

officer, a project manager responsible for creating the process (transition manager), an energy 

expert (information to participants and support for consultants), a project manager from Utrecht 

energy department, a planning manager, a logistics manager (bike parking places, café, catering, 

etc.) and a project coordinator. An expert in deliberative democracy chaired the three days of 

discussion. 

 

Using the services of a consultancy 

 

In order to provide participating citizens with the best possible information, the municipality hired 

energy consultants. Their missions were essential: production of information sheets to be distributed 

to the participants before the first day, preparation of an energy scenario, presence of experts for 

special themes, reporting on the atmosphere during the discussions and recording of the 

participants’ contributions into a draft energy plan. 

 
Together, the project team agreed on two principles. 

 

Strict adherence to the procedure  

 

The municipality’s absolute priority was for citizens to come up with an energy and climate plan of 

their own. It therefore attached great importance to implementing and complying with the procedure  
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(random composition of the groups, time allowed etc.) and to the fact that citizens should not be 

influenced: 

- The groups were made up randomly so as to ensure diversity. Each group appointed its own 

chairperson, timekeeper and reporter so that the group would be responsible for keeping to 

the procedure. Each working group was also assigned a specific question. Their outputs were 

then presented in a plenary session supervised by an independent external facilitator. 

- As far as possible, the groups were asked to count all the votes received by each idea, 

keeping only those that most people agreed with. The consultants sorted out the inputs 

and ideas on behalf of the municipality of Utrecht. 

A flexible appreciation of expertise 

 

The second fundamental principle was to accept the level of expertise of the citizens. The 

municipality did not want the project to be perceived as an attempt to “educate citizens” or to 

influence them. Access to information was therefore a key part of the way these days were 

organised. This means that citizens were unrestrictedly able to get information about all energy-

related aspects. About twenty factsheets were handed out to participants before the meetings. A 

number of talks were also given and experts were present and available during the three days to 

answer questions. 

 

The discussion days (March and April 2015) 

After a long preparation process, the 165 selected participants met three times on Saturdays in 

March and April 2015. 

 

Day 1: “Dreaming of the future” (14th March 2015) 

 

During this first, rather open day, the 

participants were able to discuss with 

experts and between each other and 

tried to imagine their city in the future. To 

encourage them to dream, several 

questions were put to them: what will 

Utrecht look like in 2030? What can we 

do to make these dreams a reality (use 

less energy, produce more sustainable 

energy, etc.)? What strategy should be 

adopted? The answers were as varied as 

innovative. Some were even quite 

unexpected: a teacher even suggested 

nuclear fusion! 

 

The results of this first day of discussions were collected by the consultants and organised in 

“packages” of measures. After eliminating the most extreme proposals, the consultants calculated 

their impacts in terms of CO2 emissions and renewable energy production, as well as the costs and 

potential yields of the suggested measures. These calculations were presented by the consultants 

on the second day. 
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Day 2: “Building scenarios” (28th March 2015) 

 

During this day, the municipality imposed a number of constraints on the participants: budget, yields, 

technical means, impacts, etc. The aim was for citizens to build scenarios and assess their 

consequences in terms of economic impact, jobs and comfort, thanks to a specifically designed 

simulator. Two independent experts also presented their vision of a climate-neutral Utrecht. Given 

the difficulty of devising a scenario by 165 people, the participants organised the proposed measures 

into three categories: measures to be eliminated, measures approved by the majority, and measures 

requiring certain conditions for their implementation.3. Finally, a list of 10 priorities was drawn up for 

each sector: housing, work and transport. 

 

Based on the first two days, a draft energy plan was prepared by the experts, consultants and 

facilitators and handed out to the participants. Once again, only the most widely accepted proposals 

were kept so as to obtain the lowest common denominator. The draft clearly showed the input of the 

participants, the response of the experts and what “gaps” remained (questions on Post-Its to be 

worked out later on). 

 

Day 3: “Devising the energy and climate plan” (18th April 2015) 

 

After reading the draft energy plan and listening to the opinions of business representatives, social 

landlords and energy companies regarding the previously defined priorities, the participants were 

asked to draw up a provisional energy and climate plan that was presented to the councillor in charge 

of sustainable development at the end of the day. On this occasion, the municipality was able to 

appreciate the ability of citizens to discuss with stakeholders and to think comprehensively. 

 

What are the next steps?  

 

The participants were very clear about their desire to keep track of the process. To guarantee 

transparency, the municipality set up a number of monitoring levels. Once the energy plan has been 

formed into an action plan by the city council, the municipality will invite all the participants to a 

meeting in April 2016 so that they can express their opinion on how their priorities have been 

translated into concrete actions. 

 

Information is also regularly sent by e-mail to report on the progress made in forming the energy 

plan. Invitations to city council debates have also been made and the municipal departments have 

remained available for advice.  
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Results and lessons learnt 

The Energy Plan 

 

Ultimately, the Energy Plan that was drawn up was quite ambitious but not fully-fledged and 

remained halfway between a vision and a scenario4. The municipality, however, really appreciated 

how the participants approached the issues, for example on behavioural aspects or the integrated 

dimension of energy. Participants also mentioned examples where the efforts of the municipality 

were not sufficiently integrated in development areas. This approach also led citizens to identify 

conditions that would improve social acceptance of district heating networks or wind turbines. 

Concerning the heating network, they demanded more transparency and that citizens be part of the 

decision-making process. This would give the municipality more legitimacy in the future negotiations 

with the heating network operator. 

 

Overall, the municipality was positively surprised at how participants were able to find common 

ground, not only with it but with other stakeholders like Eneco, the heating company or Stedin, the 

energy distribution operator. This will certainly encourage the municipality to include citizens in 

negotiations with other partners on a more frequent basis.  

 

Feedback from stakeholders  

 

Overall, the team in charge of the project noted that participants were genuinely enthused about the 

approach and very keen to learn more. 97.5% said they were satisfied or very satisfied with these 

three days of discussion, which seem to have stimulated a real reflection about energy and the ability 

of citizens to take action, whether at individual, community, neighbourhood or city levels.  

 

A good example of the interest shown by citizens in the approach is the fact that many opted for the 

€600 vouchers redeemable for energy measures (56 participants) instead of the initially highly 

coveted €300 gift voucher (chosen however by 109 participants). 

 

The role of the municipality 

 

Finding out what participants wanted from the municipality was one of the most unexpected 

outcomes of these three days of discussion. Throughout the process, the city of Utrecht feared 

adopting a lecturing or preaching role. Surprisingly, the participants asked the municipality to assume 

this role more often. According to them, the municipality must play an active role in the energy 

transition process for it has the power to initiate many of the desired measures. It must also stimulate 

change in behaviour by providing information (energy information service, energy publication, 

website, energy ambassadors, etc.) and enhanced visibility to energy initiatives (installation of solar 

panels on municipal buildings for example). Neither do citizens exclude the possibility of the 

municipality becoming an energy supplier in the long term, which would clearly affirm its pivotal role 

in the local energy policy. 
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Following this process, the municipality has thus reviewed its own roles:  

- Directive role (strategic choices, notably on a large scale, such as using the district heating 

network in the city) ;  

- Legislative/enforcement role (public law, enforcing energy saving measures under the 

Dutch Environmental Management Act);  

- Role as facilitator and catalyst (facilitating initiatives like purchasing schemes for solar 

panels), and 

- Role model (setting an example in the market, the municipality being responsible for part of 

local emissions, and becoming a regional or even national leader). 
 

For both citizens and the municipality, it appears key that the latter combines bottom-up approaches 

(inspiring citizens, supporting spontaneous movements) with top-down approaches (creating optimal 

regulatory and financial conditions for the energy transition). 

 

Future prospects 

After the energy plan drawn up by the citizens was presented to Utrecht City Council, the Utrecht 

Energy Agendas 2016-2019 were published in autumn 2015. These translate the energy plan into 

practical measures embedded into other local energy and climate policies. The idea is to get back 

to the participants once the action plan is defined, to see if they recognise the result of their inputs. 
 

For the sake of transparency and to continue the participation process started, the municipality is 

looking for tools to maintain the level of motivation of the participants and harness the momentum of 

enthusiasm generated by the discussions. With these discussions, the municipality hopes to start a 

citizens’ movement and spread it across the city by word of mouth. It is also considering following 

the advice of participants by adopting a combination of bottom-up and top-down approaches with 

other stakeholders.  
 

“The city-wide conversation has taught us that we can only bring about the desired energy 

transition with a joint approach in which everyone feels ownership and has their own roles 

and responsibilities and in which alliances are forged around ever-changing issues. This calls 

for a common approach: top-down and bottom-up. An approach focused on technology, 

market, awareness, attitude and behaviour. And an approach focused on short-term and 

long-term breakthroughs. We are riding the coattails of a movement that has already begun. 

We want to create more movement, support the movement there already and make further 

movement possible5.” Municipality of Utrecht. 
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Considering that energy is too important an issue for citizens not to have their say on it, the 

decision to have citizens draw up the Utrecht Energy Plan 2016 is a concrete and successful 

example of deliberative democracy. It revealed the importance of governance that is half-way 

between top-down and bottom-up, ensuring that all stakeholders are involved in the energy 

transition process. 

 

For further information 

Contact 

 

Inge van de Klundert 

City of Utrecht  

Sustainable development advisor 

Environment and mobility department  

 

Useful links and information 

 

Website of the municipality Utrecht (in English): http://www.utrecht.nl/energie/english/  
 “Utrecht: Energetic heart of the country”, Utrecht Energy Plan. Utrecht, June 2015. URL: 

http://www.utrecht.nl/fileadmin/uploads/documenten/3.ruimtelijk-

ontwikkeling/Milieu/Energie/Utrecht__Energetic_heart_of_the_country.pdf  

“Process report on the city-wide conversation on Energy 14 March, 28 March, and 18 April 2015”, Utrecht, 

June 2015. URL: http://www.utrecht.nl/fileadmin/uploads/documenten/3.ruimtelijk-

ontwikkeling/Milieu/Energie/Process_report_on_the_city-wide_conversation_on_Energy.pdf 
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