
 

 

 

 

 

 

The Political Economy of Ending the Fossil Fuel Era: 

Lessons from the Lake Turkana Wind Power Project  

in Kenya 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Nina Simberg-Koulumies 

University of Helsinki 

Faculty of Social Sciences 

Global Development Studies 

Master’s thesis 

May 2021



Abstract 

Faculty: Faculty of Social Sciences 

Degree programme: Global Development Studies 

Study track: Master’s Programme in Society and Change 

Author: Nina Simberg-Koulumies 

Title: The Political Economy of Ending the Fossil Fuel Era: Lessons from the Lake 

Turkana Wind Power Project in Kenya 

Level: Master’s thesis 

Month and year: May 2021 

Number of pages: 105 

Keywords: development, critical development studies, renewable energy, wind 

power, Lake Turkana Wind Power project, Kenya 

Where deposited: Master’s thesis the Helsinki University Library 

Additional information: 

Abstract: 

In the light of increasing socio-ecological crises, there has been a surge in the 
promotion of, and investments in, renewable energy in the Global South. Previous 
theories and research, largely framed around conservative and liberal paradigms, 
have hailed these developments as a breakthrough. Yet, just sustainability theorists 
have pointed to logically plausible problems in these alternatives, suggesting that they 
do not go far enough and could, indeed, worsen the present crises. From these 
critiques, the conservative and liberal advocacy of a shift towards a low-carbon society 
does not, and cannot, automatically guarantee just sustainabilities. Although 
controversial, neither conservative, liberal, nor just sustainability theorists have 
empirically ascertained these claims about the nature of sustainable development.  
 
Africa’s largest wind power plant, the Lake Turkana Wind Power (LTWP) project in 
Kenya, provides a useful case study for this purpose. In addressing this lacuna, this 
thesis attempts to answer two fundamental questions related to the project. First, which 
are the dominant discourses on the LTWP project in Kenya? and second, what are the 
prospects of these discourses to drive just sustainability in Kenya? To address these 
questions, a range of rich data was collected, consisting of eight semi-structured 
interviews with key informants in Kenya and Finland, written documents including 12 
news and feature articles, two policy documents and one company impact 
assessment. The data was systematised using critical discourse analysis (CDA) set 
within a political-economic framework of just sustainabilities in which wind power is 
dialectically linked to the dominant fossil fuel system built on global inequalities.  
 
Based on this methodology, this thesis argues that not only is the LTWP project not 
regarded as an environmental sustainability initiative, it is mostly understood as 
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satisfying economic needs. More fundamentally, as the LTWP is realised within the 
dominant capitalist frame, guided by a reliance on market forces, new technologies 
and a search for new frontiers of capital accumulation, processes that are erected on, 
and typically drive, local and global inequalities, it does not address wider concerns of 
inclusion, raised by representatives for local communities in Northern Kenyan in the 
semi-structured interviews.  
 
Analytically, this evidence shows that mainstream conservative and liberal theories of 
development and energy are insufficient for analysing the transition from fossil to 
alternative fuels, let alone provide a canvass for a total liberation of the Global South. 
Clearly, the political economy of LTWP also calls into question the objectives of donor 
nations involved in the project as financiers. This evidence provides further basis to 
put the case for understanding alternative energy projects, particularly the LTWP under 
study, within a much broader framework of alternative, radical theories of just 
sustainabilities centred on concepts such as just land.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

1. Introduction: The Crisis of the Fossil Era and the Search for Alternative 

Energy Sources 

The fossil fuel era is in crisis. For the past hundred years, fossil fuels have provided us with 

‘easy-to-get, cheap, high density energy’ that has been available in ever increasing amounts 

(Manno et al. 2015, 4). Fossil extractivism, however, has released large amounts of toxics into 

the air and its consequences are visible all around the globe. Emissions are disrupting the 

climate, acidifying oceans, and eroding the soil. Extreme weather events, including wildfires, 

hurricanes and the melting of glacier ice, are on the rise. New records are being broken yearly, 

the consecutive hottest months, the hottest day or the increase in CO2 emissions per year are 

examples (Guardian 2016 as cited in McCauley and Heffron 2018, 5). Although emissions 

dropped in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic and associated responses, the concentration 

of greenhouse gasses in the atmosphere continues to rise, accelerating climate change (UNEP 

2020). During the past two decades, climate change has become a dominant environmental 

discourse, focusing on states’ management of emissions guided by scientific reports. However, 

as Manno et al. (2015, 3-7) suggest, the issue of reducing emissions should not lie at the heart 

of the debate. Instead, we should direct our attention towards what they call ‘the real problem’, 

the continued extraction, expansion and exploration of fossil fuels. Similarly, Klein (2014) 

argues for a redirection of attention from short-term solutions such as carbon emission trading 

or geoengineering to a long-term resistance to new fossil fuel projects and a renewed increased 

pressure on decision makers to redirect and invest money in renewable and clean energy such 

as wind, water, and solar. 

The debate on fossil fuels and alternative energy forms has, however, also become a polarised 

question and often translates to two extremes of ‘no coal or more coal’ (Obeng-Odoom, 2017). 

Additionally, the concerns over the effects of fossil fuel emissions on the climate and the 

international debate about moving towards alternative energy sources have in practice not 

translated into a complete abandonment of fossil energy sources. Dirty fossil fuels are still the 

ultimate source of 85 per cent of the world’s energy (The Economist 2020, 9). Newell (2016) 

notes that despite everything we know about climate change and its effects, governments 

continue to not only uphold the existing levels of fossil fuel use, but many are actively 

expanding the use of, for example, coal. The construction of new coal plants is on the increase, 
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particularly in the Global South. In a time where there is already too much fossil fuel in the 

global system there should be an acknowledgement at the world scale that the transition needs 

to happen at an accelerated pace. Nevertheless, the pace of change has at least so far been slow 

(Figueres et al., 2017 as cited in McCauley and Heffron 2018, 5).  

 

Barry Gills (2020, 577-579), however, expresses hopes that the global COVID-19 could be the 

last missing piece in bringing about radical systemic transformation. In addition to ongoing 

global crises, namely climate change and the systemic crisis of global capitalism, the pandemic 

has presented us with the possibility to pause, redirect and move to a less materialistic, more 

peaceful society based on ideas and practices of the commons, including a more collective and 

less egoistic approach to economy (Gills 2020, 577-579). With regards to energy, the liberal 

magazine The Economist (2020, 9), argues that the global pandemic could speed up a transition 

towards the use of renewable energy. During 2020 the demand for oil dropped by a fifth and 

prices collapsed while, at the same time, the renewable energy industry gained momentum. 

Yet, Newell (2013, 3) concludes: ‘cheap energy is the engine of industrial economies and the 

foundation of consumer culture’. Klein (2014, 89) argues that our economies are so dependent 

on coal and other fossil fuels in the quest for continuous economic growth that for many of us: 

‘changing the earth’s climate in ways that will be chaotic and disastrous is easier to accept than 

the prospect of changing the fundamental, growth-based, profit seeking logic of capitalism.’ 

 

The experiences in African countries are particularly thought provoking. Not only because of 

the centrality of the extraction and sale of fossil fuels to the economies of leading Africa 

economies such as South Africa and Nigeria, but also because of new oil discoveries, the 

growth of so called ‘oil cities’, the rise of the middle-class, and the ‘Africa on the rise’ processes 

and emphases that have seen the re-emergence of strong economic growth on the continent 

until recently. A narrow focus on the narrative of economic growth (e.g., The Economist 2019a) 

on a national level has led to a hopeful image of Africa in international media as well as in 

discussions among world leaders and financing and investment institutions. The story of the 

rising middle class is often used as proof of how Africa is full of hope and a profitable place 

for foreign investors looking for opportunities in resource extraction (for critical comments, see 

Melber 2013; Obeng-Odoom, 2014, 2015). The focus on economic growth is coupled with a 

continuous search for new energy sources to fuel the development of African nations. Poor 

reliability of hydro-powered electricity due to fluctuating water levels and droughts resulting 

from climate change has made coal the most central resource for addressing the energy issue. 
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In 2015, 74 per cent of Africa’s energy was generated out of fossil fuels (Blimpo and Cosgrove-

Davies 2019, 33, 72) with South Africa as the leader, getting the majority of its power (93 per 

cent) from coal. The remaining countries have altogether only 12 coal-fired plants but in recent 

years interest for coal plants has risen and governments in Sub-Saharan Africa are planning 

dozens of new plants, many with financing from China (The Economist 2019b, n.p.). The 

‘appetite’ for coal in Sub-Saharan Africa contrasts global trends in coal consumption that has 

recently decreased. 

 

The arguments for the continued use of coal are strongly related to electricity access and 

through that on a larger scale to economic growth and development. Capitalism and fossil fuels 

must historically be seen as intertwined and necessary for each other (Newell, 2016). Motengwe 

and Alagidede (2018) found a direct and strong causal link between coal and growth in their 

study on output, coal consumption, capital formation and labour in South Africa. Their results 

show that an increased use of coal links directly to a growing economy and long-term jobs as 

well as capital formation. Simultaneously, however, with the cost of fossil fuel production 

increasing, coal prices affecting coal consumption, and increased awareness of climate change 

Motengwe and Alagidede (2018) also conclude that a move towards a more diversified 

composition of energy sources is necessary in order to secure growth and simultaneously curb 

carbon emissions. Yet, there seems to be a clash between official calls for more sustainability 

in Africa, and competing interests that promote continued or even increased use of fossil fuels. 

In Tanzania, for example, a strong clash between, on the one hand, energy security, and on the 

other hand sustainability is visible (Jacob 2017, 343-345). The tensions that challenge the shift 

away from fossil fuels to alternatives are complex and varied but underpinning all of them is 

an inherited colonial structure and a persistent global system of extractivism. 

 

Kenya, the specific country of interest for this study, is planning its two first coal plants in 

Lamu and Kitui, in order to meet the demands for cheap, reliable electricity. The first one, in 

Lamu, partly financed by the Chinese, has been heavily contested and was in June 2019 halted 

in a judicial process where judges ruled that authorities had failed to go through with the legally 

required environmental assessments (BBC 2019). Local community and environment activists 

have argued that wind and geothermal energy sources would be more cost-effective. They have 

also raised concerns about the coal plant’s emissions and environmental impacts, both locally 

and globally. Although top government officials are backing it regardless, Kenya’s 

environment secretary, Alice Akinyi Kaudia, has voiced scepticism over the projects ,reflecting 
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Kenya’s official policy, which strongly encourages investments in renewable energy (Otuki 

2018; Otuki 2018; Sengupta 2018). 

1.1. Kenya and the Lake Turkana Wind Power Project  

It is in this context that the Lake Turkana Wind Power (LTWP) project deserves serious and 

sustained attention. Wind power is considered a step towards green growth as well as 

sustainable development, on both a national and global scale (OECD/IEA 2011; REN21 2016 

as cited in Avila-Calero 2017, 2). The trend is visible in Africa, where wind energy capacity 

increased twelve-fold between the years 1980 and 2010, and in 2011 stood at 1.1 GW. Although 

still marginal compared to the total installed electricity capacity of 168 GW (African 

Development Bank 2017), the annual growth rate was almost twice the global capacity. In 2020 

the total installed wind energy capacity in Africa had further risen to 6.5 GW (GWEC 2020). 

Despite the fact that the contribution of wind energy to the total energy generation in Africa is 

expected to remain relatively small, it is nevertheless presented as a solution to the electricity 

deficits in Africa and a way to limit the global carbon footprint (Mukasa, 2013, 27). 

 

Kenya is making huge investments in its energy production, therefore, it provides us with an 

appropriate case for this study. While senior officials are simultaneously considering further 

coal plants investments, in 2018 the Kenyan president, Uhuru Kenyatta, announced that the 

country would rely completely on renewable energy by the year 2020 (Vision 2030, 2019 n.p.). 

In 2020, however, the total amount of renewable energy in the national grid stood at around 93 

per cent and the target for a hundred per cent was pushed to 2030. The amount is still more than 

three times the global average (Africa Energy Series 2020; Mwago 2019; Wood 2018). Kenya 

has made substantial progress towards developing more wind energy projects. To date, the 

biggest project in Kenya, and the whole of Africa, is the LTWP, in Loiyangalani in Marsabit 

West County. It is situated in Northern Kenya and covers an area of 162 km2 or 40 000 acres, 

with related infrastructure on altogether 150 000 acres of land (Gargule 2019, 2; Interview R3; 

Mukasa 2013; Ministry of Devolution and Planning 2017, 33). LTWP is the biggest private 

investment in Kenyan history (Cookson, Kuna and Golla 2017). The aim is to provide 310 MW 

of low-cost electrical power and simultaneously eliminate Kenya’s thermal generating plants, 

which will bring yearly savings of Kshs. 15.6 billion (approximately €118 million) on imported 

fuel (Ministry of Devolution and Planning 2017, 33).  
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1.2. Research Gaps and Research Questions 

With the growth of the renewable energy business has also come a range of criticisms. A shift 

towards a low-carbon society does not automatically make questions of justice and democracy 

take centre stage in energy policy. Instead, even within low-carbon technologies, innovations 

and the search for new sites of capital accumulation have proven to produce injustice in 

unpredictable and surprising ways (Newell and Mulvaney 2013; Zehner, 2012 as cited in Haely 

2017, 455). Similar types of contradictions characterise the renewable energy industry as the 

fossil fuel industry. The exploitation concerns everything from property rights to labour, which 

is being excluded, exploited and undervalued, as well as communities that are being evicted 

(Elhardary and Obeng-Odoom 2012; Obeng- Odoom 2013; 2016; Akiwumi 2017; Chiweshe 

2017; Kuusaana 2017 as cited in Obeng-Odoom 2017, 116). Showers (2014, as cited in Obeng-

Odoom 2017, 116) notes worrying trends in the processes promoting alternative energy 

solutions: ‘In the name of renewables, in developing clean, green, and sustainable energy, 

Africa is slowly returning to days of slavery where slaves were used as sustainable energy’. 

Although the growth of renewable energy capacity has been strongest in non-OECD-countries 

there is still a lack of research on energy system transformations in developing countries 

(Marquardt, Steinbacher and Schreurs 2015, 22). Additionally, Agyeman (2008, 752) argues 

that the current focus on sustainability as ‘green’ or ‘environmental’ is an insufficient approach 

where the existing policies are merely tweaked. Instead, if sustainability is to become a process 

that truly transforms our societies it needs to incorporate issues of justice and equity at its core.  

 

Whether wind power projects can tackle issues of development, sustainability and equality 

more broadly has not yet received much attention. Yet, addressing these questions is important 

because investment in renewable energy, increasingly done in the name of development aid 

from the Global North to the Global South (see for example Kruckenberg 2015; Kazimierczuk 

2019), is often portrayed as the solution to increased energy production and high emissions, but 

also for access to electricity, economic growth, exclusion and poverty reduction. In addition, 

the capitalist policy framework within which wind energy projects are carried out is seldom 

questioned. These political-economic questions about what is happening, who gets what, who 

gains and loses, how it matters and why (Stilwell 2012, 3), or more specifically, the motivations 

and interests of different groups in wind power projects, and how these intersect with so-called 

green growth have not been well researched and yet are central to the global struggle against 
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green grabbing and extractivism (Siamanta 2019). Therefore, this thesis attempts to fill this 

gap.  

 

In particular, the thesis tries to answer the following research questions: 

1. Which are the dominant discourses on the LTWP project in Kenya? 

2. What are the prospects of these discourses to drive just sustainability in Kenya? 

 

These questions are crucial to global development studies. Indeed, they fall within Amartya 

Sen’s (2016, 8) ‘Newer Challenges’ to ‘Development research and changing priorities’. 

According to Sen (2016), classical issues of hunger, poverty and gender inequality still persist, 

but we are also faced with new challenges, the most pressing one being environmental 

sustainability. Nevertheless, there is, in relative terms, much less research on these issues in 

general and on the Kenyan situation in particular. Therefore, I will attempt to answer these two 

questions by focusing on the largest wind power project in Africa. 

1.2.1 Why is LTWP a Good Case Study?  

LTWP is a good case study for three reasons. First, it received substantial funding from the 

Finnish Foreign Ministry through the development financier Finnfund and, thus, provides an 

opportunity to study global discourses and agendas influencing the project. The investment is 

the single largest investment by Finnfund in Kenya and the main target is to develop the Kenyan 

commercial and economic landscape (Finnfund 2018; UM 2019). On Finland’s part, the 

investment is also tied to several Sustainable Development Goals, such as ‘Affordable and 

Clean Energy’, ‘Climate Action’ as well as ‘Decent Work and Economic Growth’ (UM 2019). 

Other long-term outcomes of LTWP are expected to contribute to poverty reduction, 

enhancement of education and health as well as governance (Dalgliesh Olsen and Westergaard-

Kabelmann 2018). During Finland’s presidency of the Council of the European Union (EU) in 

2019, Finland took a strong focus on climate and energy issues, with one of the top priorities 

being to strengthen EU’s position as a global leader in climate action (EU2019FI 2019). The 

Africa-EU Partnership and its High Level Policy Dialogue (HLPD) also identifies technical 

and scientific cooperation on ‘Energy and Climate Change’ as a top priority for future 

development. The Africa-EU Energy Partnership (AEEP) launched in 2007, is the key political 

platform for the two continents to work together on energy, aiming for universal access to 

affordable, sustainable and modern energy services in Africa, with specific consideration 

regarding rural areas, job generation and inclusive development (Africa-EU Energy Partnership 
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2020; Africa-EU Science, Technology and Innovation Portal 2019). Investments in large-scale 

wind power infrastructure in the Global South are on the increase. Despite these policies and 

trends, only a few studies have been conducted on wind energy exploitation in Africa (Schilling 

2018). Writing from Finland, it is, therefore, important to include and investigate the 

international character and consequences of Finnish footprint in Africa. 

 

Secondly, LTWP is a project that has been portrayed by the Kenyan government as a flagship 

project for reaching Kenya’s development goals. Focusing on discourses provides an 

opportunity to examine the project’s importance and framing on a national level in relation to 

global development goals. International as well as national efforts to mitigate the consequences 

of climate change are according to the Kenyan government reasons for building the wind park 

(Schilling 2018). However, the energy transition in Kenya is, according to Newell (2016b, 44), 

strongly influenced by a neoliberal system of thought which means that, although there is a 

shift towards more sustainable energy sources, high carbon energy alternatives are not dis-

incentivised, since politicians and policy makers are strongly influenced by market-driven 

interests. Therefore, this case study also provides us with an opportunity to study the 

relationship between fossil and renewable energy nationally. 

 

Lastly, the project is argued to bring development to Loiyangalani and Marsabit county, areas, 

which are described as ‘underdeveloped’ or ‘previously unused’ by both the government and 

the LTWP consortium. Two recent studies conducted in the project area, however, show there 

are competing narratives around the land where the project is situated and around how 

development in the area is framed and understood (Cormack 2018; Gargule 2019). Including 

the local level in the discourse analysis of the prevailing discourse, therefore, provides us with 

further insight and examples of discourses that might be suppressed or underrepresented. 

Together these three reasons justify my focus on LTWP as a whole, rather than as an isolated 

issue. As noted earlier, my two research questions are first, which are the dominant discourses 

on the LTWP project in Kenya? and second, what are the prospects of these discourses to drive 

just sustainability in Kenya? 

1.3. The Political Economy Approach 

Addressing these questions requires the use of a political economy approach because of three 

reasons. First, existing approaches to addressing these questions are unsatisfactory. Second, the 

political economy approach developed in this thesis can address the weaknesses of the existing 
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approaches and third, the political economy approach has successfully been used for the study 

of similar questions in Africa.  

 

The limitations of existing approaches are numerous. Not only do they tend to centre 

predominantly on biofuels, but their construction of alternatives also excludes wind power 

(Obeng-Odoom, 2015). Furthermore, the approaches that focus on energy are primarily, if not 

entirely, localist (see, for example, Davidson et al, 2017 250-251; Schilling 2018). They often 

overlook global political-economic systems, and instead examine local impacts, while they 

extol local technical solutions, as well as engineering and economic fixes without considering 

unequal power relations and questions of (in)justice (Avila-Calero 2017). Addressing the 

question of a ‘just’ energy transition that considers socio-economic and ecological factors, as 

well as democracy and transparency (Baker and Burton 2016), means asking critical political-

economic questions of power relations between multiple groups regarding who wins and who 

loses, how and why, as well as who lives with the side effects of the sites where energy is 

extracted, produced and generated, or who pays the social costs for decarbonising energy 

sources and economies (Newell and Mulvaney 2013, 2). Political economy allows us to break 

down what we know as the natural order of things and instead see them as deliberately 

constructed (Manno et al. 2015, 8). It can also support more ‘effective and politically feasible 

development strategies, as well as inform more realistic expectations on what can be achieved, 

and the risks involved’ (Newell, Phillips and Pueyo 2014, 11).  

 

Studying LTWP using the political economy approach enables us to ask questions about what 

incentivises decision makers and financiers to invest in wind power projects and how they 

propose to address socio-economic and development issues in the process. It also allows for 

the investigation of how the proposed solutions align with expectations and needs of local 

communities. Jacob’s (2017, 353) political economy approach to energy in Tanzania concludes 

that the African energy sector will be ‘a major source of struggle between ruling elites, state 

bureaucrats, multinational corporations, donors, and civil society organizations’ and that 

transitions towards clean energy will only happen if ruling elites have a stake in the energy 

sector, although NGO’s and foreign donors are the main actors promoting alternative energy 

sources. The essential units guiding the LTWP project should therefore be seen as power and 

interests instead of only concerns for the environment and the poor. Breaking down the interests 

and discourses at play in the Kenyan case is important in order to understand the on-going shift 

towards alternative energy sources better.  
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The possibilities and challenges of alternative energy can, however, not fully be grasped unless 

the broader system within which these projects are carried out is examined. A transition to a 

more sustainable energy mix is possible only if we begin to scrutinise the capitalist system 

enabling the continued use of fossil fuels (Klein 2014). Since capitalism is a system prone to 

instability it means if we do not study the system itself, with its particular property relations, it 

will only change location and direction (Obeng-Odoom, 2015), and lead to continued instability 

even if alternative energy projects are carried out in the name of sustainable development and 

argued to benefit ‘all’. Little research on wind power has so far focused on the systems that 

shape the incentives for developing and integrating wind power (Davidson et al, 2017, 250) 

and therefore this thesis aims to contribute towards filling this gap. 

 

The specific political-economic approach I use for this thesis is what is typically called just 

sustainabilities. According to Julian Agyeman, ‘just sustainability implies a paradigm shift that 

in turn requires that sustainability takes on a redistributive function. To do this, justice and 

equity must move centre stage in sustainability discourses, if we are to have any chance of a 

more sustainable future’ (Agyeman, 2008, 752, italics in original). Within this broad approach, 

Jevons’ all-time classic, The Coal Question (1866), can be adapted for this thesis. His main 

argument, written at a time of the rapid expansion of the British industry, economy and trade, 

is that counter to intuition, the use of more efficient technology will not decrease the amount 

of fuel used and help halt the exhaustion of coal. Instead, Jevons shows that the use of coal in 

England in fact increased rapidly with the invention of the steam engine. Coal could be used 

more efficiently and reliably as fuel. What has become known as Jevons’ paradox, in other 

words means more efficient technology leads to greater consumption of the resource used as 

fuel, which in turn increases the demand of the fuel. As the relative cost of the fuel becomes 

lower, real incomes increase and the nation enjoys economic growth, circling back to an 

increased demand and consumption of resources. Jevons dismisses alternatives such as wind, 

water and solar as insufficient for replacing coal, if the underlying principle of accumulation is 

not addressed. So, his argument can be adapted for the purpose of this thesis. By this approach, 

the dominant fossil fuel system must be seen as dialectically linked to its alternatives both in 

time and space. 

 

By adapting this political economy approach, I approach wind energy as a resource that cannot 

be seen as separate from the political economic structures of fossil fuels. There is a tendency 
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to treat all clean technologies as inherently and homogeneously ‘green’ and beneficial for 

society, without further questioning the processes and interest behind them (Newell and 

Mulvaney 2013, 5). In examining the LTWP project in Kenya through the lens of political 

economy it can open new angles for discussing alternative energy. By examining the political 

and economic institutions, their influence and interests, it becomes possible to uncover within 

what type of framework decisions on wind energy investments and integrations are made 

(Davidson et al, 2017, 252). This, in turn, helps in understanding how these decisions and 

investments are framed in the discourse on development, which is often taken for granted as an 

underlying assumption when alternative energy is discussed. 

1.4. Data Collection   

The data for this study consist of semi-structured interviews and written documents. The 

interview data were collected between 2019 and early 2020, before the outbreak of COVID-19. 

With no previous studies demonstrating how many interviews are appropriate, I was guided by 

the principles of saturation point (Fisch and Ness 2015), according to which interviews need to 

be done until the point when different interviewees begin to repeat themes already covered in 

previous interviews. For this study, the saturation point was eight. The interviews represent a 

variety of positions connected to the LTWP project and respondents were chosen for their direct 

relevance to the project, their expertise or experience connected to the project or project area. 

The interviewees were also asked to recommend other respondents, and if several referred to 

the same key person she or he was contacted. Semi-structured interviews, with the same set of 

questions, although allowing for follow-up questions where relevant, were conducted face-to-

face in Kenya and Finland between November 2019 and January 2020. The respondents include 

senior representatives for the LTWP consortium, Marsabit county government, local 

communities as well as representatives from Finnfund and the Finnish Foreign Ministry. The 

interviews were recorded with the respondents’ permission and notes were made during and 

after the interviews. All interviews were transcribed keeping the respondents’ identities 

confidential. In the analysis and presentation of the results the respondents are referred to as 

R1, R2, R3…R8, with further reference to the institution or position they represent where 

needed.  For data transparency (Markusen, 2003), Table 1.1 provides further details on the type, 

date, and source or location of my interviews. 
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  Table 1.1 Summary of empirical data 

Code Type of data Headline Date Source/Location 

R1 Interview  28.11.2019 Nairobi, Kenya 

R2 Interview  29.11.2019 Nairobi, Kenya 

R3 Interview  4.12.2019 Nairobi, Kenya 

R4 Interview  9.12.2019 Nairobi, Kenya 

R5 Interview  11.12.2019 Nairobi, Kenya 

R6 Interview  12.12.2019 Nairobi, Kenya 

R7 Interview  27.1.2020 Helsinki, Finland 

R8 Interview  28.1.2020 Helsinki, Finland 

P1 Policy document National Energy Policy 2018 2018 Ministry of Energy, 

Kenya 

P2 Policy document Kenya 2030 2012 Office of the Prime 

Minister Ministry of 

State for Planning, 

Kenya 

I1 Impact study Socio-economic impact study of key 

impacts from the LTWP project 

June 2018 Finnfund, Finland / 

QBIS Consulting, 

Denmark  

A1 News article Suomen rahoittamalla 

kehityshankkeella vastoinkäymisiä 

Keniassa 

16.5.2016 YLE, Finland 

A2 News article 

 

Afrikan suurin tuulipuisto Keniassa 

on isompi kuin Espoo ja Vantaa 

yhteensä, ja se valmistui osittain 

suomalaisten rahoilla 

4.10.2018 Helsingin Sanomat, 

Finland 

A3 News article  KENYA: Lake Turkana wind farm 

turbines produce first megawatts 

18.10.2018 Afrik21.africa, France 

A4  Kenya abandons thermal power 

plants for wind energy 

27.11.2018 ESI-Africa.com, South 

Africa 

A5 News article Climate change expert Andreas 

Kraemer on Kenya’s options to 

generate cheap electricity 

20.1.2019 The Standard 

(standardmedia.co.ke), 

Kenya 

A6 Feature article How Kenya’s Push for 

Development is Threatening its 

Famed Wild Lands 

24.4.2019 Yale Environment 360, 

USA 

A7 News article The untold story of Turkana power 

line 

28.5.2019 The Standard 

(standardmedia.co.ke), 

Kenya 

A8 News article Kenya Ranked Top In Africa And 

The Middle East in Renewable 

Energy Investment 

19.9.2019 Weetracker.com, South 

Africa 

A9 News article Investment to make Africa a world 

leader in renewables 

11.11.2019 Reliefweb.int, United 

Nations Office for the 

Coordination of 

Humanitarian Affairs 

(OCHA), 

Thailand/Kenya/USA 

A10 News article Treasury pays wind farm investors 

Ksh. 1.2B behind Parliament’s back 

2.12.2019 Citizentv.co.ke, Kenya 

A11 News article Lake Turkana Wind Power case to 

resume on Monday 

20.1.2020 Daily Nation 

(nation.co.ke), Kenya 

A12 News article Google’s plan for stake in Africa’s 

flagship Lake Turkana wind farm 

‘cancelled’ 

10.2.2020 Rechargenews.com, 

Norway/UK 
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The written documents consist of 12 news or feature articles, two policy documents and one 

company impact assessment. The articles have, due to the project’s long duration, been 

randomly chosen from a broad time period, years 2016 to 2020, and represent a variety of 

Finnish, Kenyan and international media outlets to give a variety of perspectives. The articles 

are produced and published by both established public or multimedia broadcasting companies 

in Kenya and Finland, and also independent newspapers, websites or magazines owned by 

small publishing houses, industry associations, research and media companies and international 

organisations such as the UN. As research (Barkho 2013, 14-16) shows, the production of news 

and current affairs no longer relies on the reporting of only established reporters and news 

outlets, but that instead, in the digital age it is possible for almost anyone to produce news 

content. Barkho (2013, 14-16) argues that this multitude of sources enhances impartiality 

because it better reflects diversified beliefs. In any case, Afrobarometer surveys over the years 

show that Kenyans rate media freedom in their country positively, a rating which has been 

improving over time (Conroy-Krutz and Appiah-Nyamekye Sanny 2019, 11). Therefore, the 

articles used as data in this thesis can be argued to be fairly objective in their reporting and 

represent the variety of news content that characterises the period under study. Finally, the 

policy documents included in the analysis have been chosen for their direct relevance to the 

case or the interviews.  

 

A few limitations in the material need to be addressed. Although some of the respondents 

represent local communities in the project area, it must be noted that their views cannot be seen 

as representative for all residents in the area but must be analysed as one interpretation of local 

sentiments and experiences. Similarly, the respondents representing the consortium as well as 

the ministry responded both in their official role and capacity but also as individuals, which 

needs to be taken into consideration. The fact that they have been interviewed as ‘experts’ on 

the topic might also affect the language use and discourses. These are limitations that affect 

most case studies. Nevertheless, following Markusen’s (1999, 878) approach to mitigate some 

of these problems, this thesis has explained the reasoning behind the choice of not only the 

Kenyan wind power plant as a case study but also the interviewees and recognises their ties and 

positions within different institutions connected to the project. The methodology of analysis is 

also described in detail in the next section supporting these choices. Furthermore, in order to 

avoid ‘fuzzy concepts’ (Markusen 1999) that can be misunderstood or interpreted differently 

by researcher, interviewees or the reader, the semi-structured interview questions were left open 

in order for respondents to themselves define concepts such as development, sustainability or 



 13 

equality. This allowed for a more nuanced analysis or the concepts, bringing forth different 

views without pre-defined conceptual frames and allows for clear results with policy 

recommendations. Finally, the newspaper articles were randomly chosen from a vast number 

of articles over a longer time period and, therefore, must be seen as examples of the media 

coverage connected to the project. Therefore, as both the semi-structured interviews and articles 

represent a variety of viewpoints, from different background and contexts, they allow for an 

analysis which can reveal similarities and differences in discourses. 

 

Furthermore, the variety of written and oral data allows for triangulation and strengthens the 

validity of this research. Complementing the semi-structured interviews with news articles, 

official government documents, regulations and an impact assessment allows for validating as 

well as comparing statements. Research results from previous studies in the area are 

additionally used to triangulate the data and they help in reaching a point of saturation. 

Although some of the written and oral material is contradictory, it is not seen as a problem but 

rather as evidence of the different positions towards the project and as a justification for this 

type of research. These contradictions and inconsistencies help uncover patterns in the 

dominant system, logic and discourses compared to alternative ones, and enables us to examine 

their relationship towards each other. This allows for the research questions to be answered 

systematically.  

1.5. Critical Discourse Analysis as Method within the Political-Economic Approach 

The analysis of the data collected for this thesis using the political economy approach must be 

an engaging process. From this approach, considering wind power as an alternative must be 

analysed broadly through four steps starting with critique of the existing situation to identify 

problems and what needs to be changed, probing an alternative vision towards which we aspire, 

considering a strategy for getting to the preferred future and lastly, investigating the 

possibilities for effective organisation to implement the desired changes. This framework as 

presented and used by Stillwell (2019) offers an alternative to mainstream economic orthodoxy 

and enables the development of a coherent and systematic study based on observation, analysis, 

facts and judgements.  

 

Firstly, mainstream development economics thinking and practice have for a long time been 

coupled with first and foremost economic growth. Guided by the ideas of modernisation theory, 

many nations of the Global South have embarked on journeys to achieve industrial modernity 
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as modelled out by the powerful nations of the Global North (Sachs 2010, vi, 8). Energy, 

generated especially from coal or oil, have been key drivers and issues of environmental 

degradation or pollution are argued to pass over time (for a more detailed discussion see Alabi 

2017, 389-390; Motengwe and Alagidede 2018, 86-87). Although a growing number of 

decision-makers and academics are promoting the use of renewable energy in the name of 

sustainable development and so-called green growth, the major drawback with these theories 

is, however, their narrow focus on economy as the most important measurement for well-being. 

Additionally, the environmental sustainability of pursuing growth is called to question. So are 

issues around whether emissions can really decrease by decoupling the economy from the 

environment (see for example Burton 2015; Hickel 2019; Zervas 2012).  

 

Therefore, secondly, through the political economy lens we are able to recognise these 

limitations with existing approaches and seek alternative ways to understand and explain the 

role of renewable energy in development within a broad ‘just transition’ (see for example 

McCauley and Heffron 2018; Healy 2017) as well as a ‘just sustainabilities paradigm’ 

(Agyeman 2008). 

 

Thirdly, political economy’s transdisciplinary inclination enables a method of analysis, which 

instead of a narrow focus on economy, can help us unpack the multi-layered character of 

renewable energy and its societal effects. The choice of analysis method naturally influences 

what we consider worth investigating but also reflects the researcher’s personal interests and 

goals (Stilwell 2019, 11). Because issues of energy and development are connected to several 

layers of societal functions, and questions of power, critical discourse analysis serves well as a 

method of analysis for this study and is discussed in more detail below. 

 

Fourth and lastly, investigating possibilities for organisation means ethical considerations of 

what values and facts should be put on the agenda (Stilwell 2019, 11). Understanding the role 

of wind power in relation to development requires a study of who wins and who loses, meaning 

we are making ethical and political judgements as well as highlighting certain values over 

others when making suggestions for reforms or changes in policy. The political economy 

approach of this thesis makes these values explicit rather than implicit. 
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1.5.1. Critical Discourse Analysis as a Tool for Analysing Data 

In order to critically examine the different positions towards the wind power project and their 

expectations towards sustainability and equality I make use of critical discourse analysis (CDA) 

as presented by Marianne Jørgensen and Louise Phillips (2002, 60-95) building on Norman 

Fairclough’s works. CDA allows a researcher to study ways in which knowledge is formed and 

validated by society as truth (Dittmer, 2010, 275) and it is therefore a suitable tool for 

addressing the issues of interest in this thesis. In this form of analysis discourses are not only 

seen as reflections of existing structures in society, but also as shaping and reshaping them 

(Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002, 60). As the aim is to study LTWP from a variety of perspectives, 

the trans-disciplinary character of CDA and its function as a form of explanatory critique or a 

way of finding misrepresentation (Bhaskar 1986, in Chouliaraki and Fairclough 1999: 33; 

Fairclough 2001: 235–236 as cited in Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002, 74, 83) supports the 

political economy approach of this thesis. 

 

CDA focuses on three levels of analysis: the discursive practices, the text and the social 

practice, binding together the individual layers of analysis into a coherent understanding of the 

relationship between discourses and the wider social context (Jørgensen and Phillips, 2002). 

This dialectic relationship between the semiotic and non-semiotic aspects of life and their 

continuous processes, contestations and struggles, which lead to reinforcement of established 

patterns or change in discourses and actions (Fairclough 2005, 66) is a crucial part of the 

analysis. The shift away from fossil fuel and increased investments in and promotion of 

alternative energy sources are in this case the social practice that provides the frame for the 

textual and discursive analysis. Since societal structures are not only visible through the 

language we use, but are also shaped and reshaped by discourses, analysing interview 

responses, media articles and policy documents in connection to LTWP helps us understand 

the larger societal structures that shape the development and organisation of large-scale wind 

power projects. Naturally, complex political and economic realities require ‘discursive 

simplification’ and the construction of discourses as imaginaries. The textual analysis helps us 

discover these simplifications (Fairclough 2005, 63). The words used to describe the project 

should also be seen as part of an argumentation system through which problems are defined, 

understood and tackled. Paying close attention to these systems, help us identify the policy 

frames that guide renewable energy in Kenya (Gore, 1996, 80). 
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The method of analysis is ‘critical’ because discursive practices are seen to contribute, produce 

and recrate unequal power relations between different groups in society, or so-called 

ideological effects, for example between social classes, women and men, ethnic minorities and 

the majority. The aim of CDA is, therefore, not politically neutral. Rather, by choosing to use 

CDA we want to ‘contribute to social change along the lines of more equal power relations in 

communication processes and society in general’ (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002, 61-75). The 

method is, therefore, suitable for analysing a large wind power plant in a developing country 

context. The outspoken goal of the project is to ‘develop’ Kenya for the benefit of all Kenyans 

and as we are interested in issues of equity in relation to wind power, critically examining how 

the dominant discourses account for this can uncover whether even the most marginalised in 

society can be expected to benefit from the development. In addition, the power relationships 

between different actors involved in the project is of great interest for uncovering the 

possibilities and limitations of the project. CDA puts political concerns for how power works 

in society and how language contributes to or reveals these workings (Breeze 2013, 495) centre 

stage. Contrary to some other forms of discourse analysis, in CDA power is not seen as fixed. 

Although understood as productive and oppressive, it is simultaneously seen as negotiated. This 

allows for people to resist and act (Jørgensen and Phillips 2002, 93) and, in the context of this 

thesis, to consider reforms or policy changes that can enhance a more equal outcome in 

connection to wind power. 

 

The international features of the LTWP project and the aim of this thesis requires a global level 

of analysis. The policies guiding Kenya’s energy transition can not only be seen through a 

national lens, instead the rules should be seen as dimensions of international regimes (Gore, 1996, 

118). Critical discourse analysis enables us to discover the rules and practices that govern the 

energy transition in Kenya but in order to avoid methodological nationalism internal and external 

factors influencing the project are not separated in this study. What is of interest is rather to 

examine their interaction (Gore 1996, 81). Kenya does not function as a separate and isolated 

unit compared to the rest of the world and can therefore not be analysed as such. A narrow 

analysis of for example only national level discourse would miss how external factors are shaping 

Kenya’s process to shift away from fossil fuels. A policy frame based on methodological 

nationalism will only create misunderstandings if it is used to explain national or regional 

development experiences (Gore, 1996, 116).  
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Finally, as CDA has gained widespread scholarly use, and since Fairclough’s and Fowler’s 

initial approaches in the 1980’s and 1990’s, the method has received a fair share of criticism. 

The notion of ‘critical’ has been questioned, as has the clearly political stance of CDA 

researchers and the vagueness of the theoretical basis of the method (Breeze 2011). 

Recognising and addressing the shortcomings of the method are crucial but should not 

discourage the use of it. Breeze (2011, 520) concludes CDA does offers ‘a promising paradigm 

for identifying and interpreting the way ideology functions in and through discourse. Its 

particular strength is that it bridges the gap between real language phenomena and the workings 

of power in society’. The main goal becomes to promote more egalitarian and liberal discourses 

and further democratisation. CDA is, therefore, a suitable method of analysis and serves the 

political economy approach of this thesis. The aim is to critically examine the dominant and 

alternative positions towards the LTWP project and their proposed solutions for a sustainable 

and equitable future. Taking a clear political stance is necessary in an age where the fossil fuel 

era is under heavy criticism. Examining language and discourses in relation to alternative 

energy forms and their relation to the wider societal context, is imperative if we are interested 

in addressing existing injustices as well as the newer environmental challenges. Finally, by 

engaging with a range of theories, and examining the discourses through all of these theoretical 

lenses, the methodology does not become vague, but instead provides a broader and more 

nuanced understanding or the ongoing shift and its possible effects. 

1.5.2 Positionality  

Analysing the empirical material for this thesis, using CDA and a political economy approach, 

has required constant self-reflection. The main challenges have been connected to the fact that 

the material is collected within different cultural settings; Kenya, where I have previously only 

visited briefly, and Finland, where I have lived most of my life. Pratt (1986, 33) notes that 

personal narratives and self-reflection can help mediate the contradiction that arise between on 

the one hand the engagement with interviewees during fieldwork and on the other hand the 

objectivity required in scientific writing. 

 

This need for constant contemplation over the contradictions between personal and 

professional, compassionate listening and so-called objective analysis, is familiar to me from 

my work as a journalist. When travelling and reporting in different countries I have had to make 

sense and explain culturally situated and sensitive events for readers and listeners within a 

limited time frame. The balance between truly understanding an interviewees’ own story and 
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later interpreting it for an audience in a different cultural setting is equally challenging each 

time and requires constant negotiation between different narratives, frames and language use. 

Similarly, the events and processes studied in this thesis must be situated within a political, 

cultural or social context (Crapanzano 1986, 92) which at times is very different from my own 

background as a white, academically educated, female from the Global North. As Smith (1999, 

5) argues, research is not an ‘innocent or distant academic exercise’, but instead an activity 

where the researcher needs to be aware of not only the current political and social conditions 

withing which we work, but also recognise and address past and present colonial structures. 

Only by doing this can research address social issues within a wider frame of decolonisation 

and social justice. By listening, reading, interpreting and finally making choices about what 

kind of language and words I use in this research, I recognise the need to be sensitive about the 

power, I as a researcher, and the choices I make, carry. However, as noted by Smith (1999, 10), 

by constantly asking questions about for whom and by whom this research is done, how is it 

carried out and who befits from it, I recognise and acknowledge that the choices I make as a 

researcher, carry the power to bring forth new knowledge in a culturally sensitive and respectful 

way.  

 

My identities as a journalist, now researcher, as well as western woman are positionalities I 

have had to navigate throughout the research process. Other female researchers from Finland 

have reported quite positive experiences in Africa, as is evident in Jenni Mölkänen’s work in 

Madagascar (see Mölkänen 2021). Even in racially polarised South Africa, Raakel Inkeri 

(2019, 77) has reported that she was welcomed within black communities as ‘[s]he’s one of 

us’. My experiences are similar, as I was mostly warmly welcomed by interviewees and greeted 

with curiosity and genuine interest for the research. As a journalist working with non-Finns for 

several years and having lived in South Africa previously, I was also able to leverage some of 

my past experiences to build trust quite quickly. In most cases my background as a journalist 

increased the participants respect for me and willingness to talk, although, in a few cases, the 

interviewees also clearly became hesitant since the project has been contested in media reports. 

Being clear about my role as a researched and not a representative for media helped in these 

cases. The fact that I was also pregnant with our second child during the fieldwork often made 

it easy to start informal conversations and this helped build trust and mutual understanding. 

Some Kenyan interviewees interpreted me as a representative for Finland. In their responses, 

they emphasised the difference between realities in Africa as opposed to my reality as a 

European. It was clear that respondents in Kenya and Finland had different reactions and 
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perceptions of my role, and they also expressed different expectations towards the research, but 

by being honest and sharing my own background and knowledge, the interview situations were 

mainly relaxed and conducted in good spirit. Keeping this open and context-sensitive position 

towards the different parties involved in the project has been crucial in order to serve the 

purpose of this study. My genuine curiosity towards understanding the dominant and alternative 

logics towards the project has helped me to be sensitive an open minded towards the material 

in the analysis. 

 

A final consideration throughout the data collection process and analysis of the empirical 

material has been the use of different languages. For the respondent’s conveniences, the 

interviews were carried out in English, Finnish and Swedish. This has posed challenges for the 

analysis of the transcribed texts since it has added a level of interpretation, which is one notch 

more than would be required had I interviewed only Finnish people or carried out the interviews 

in a language commonly used by the interviewees and me. Although fluent in all three 

languages, particular sensitivity has been given to this aspect since similar words have very 

different meanings in different languages and can be interpreted differently. 

1.6. Thesis Statement   

On the basis of my approach, data and analysis, this thesis argues that, while the dominant 

economic, political and legal discourses on the LTWP project suggest that the project has 

transformative prospects for enhanced well-being of local communities and Kenya at large, 

they do not address wider concerns of inclusion raised by local community representatives in 

the project area. For officialdom, the LTWP project is not regarded as an environmental 

sustainability initiative, it is mostly understood as satisfying economic needs. More 

fundamentally, the project is realised within the dominant capitalist frame, guided by a reliance 

on market forces, new technologies and a search for new frontiers of capital accumulation. The 

political economy of the LTWP also calls into question the assumptions underpinning the work 

of international donors such as Finnfund. These results highlight why mainstream conservative 

and liberal theories of development and energy are insufficient for analysing the transition from 

fossil to alternative fuels, let alone provide a canvass for a total liberation of the Global South. 

The narrow focus on the necessity of economic growth and narrow definition of sustainability, 

does not provide automatic solutions for already existing problems of mass poverty and long-

term inequality. Instead, the findings of this thesis underline the need to reframe such projects 
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through alternative, more radical, just sustainability theories, including concepts such as just 

land.  

1.7. Thesis Structure  

To demonstrate this argument, this thesis consists of five chapters. The first one has so far 

introduced the context and background for this study as well as outlined the research questions, 

approach, data collection and method of analysis. In the second chapter, I present the theoretical 

frame for the thesis by dividing theories for understanding energy and development into three 

paradigms of conservative, liberal and radical (Stilwell 2019). This chapter argues that, in 

contrast to the claims about how technically sound conservative theories are, they are 

fundamentally problematic. Liberal theories try to address such problems, but they are largely 

unsuccessful. Therefore, this chapter puts the case for an alternative frame for understating 

wind power in the African context. In the third chapter, previous research on development and 

energy in Kenya is presented using the same three-fold division. While the dominance of 

conservative views is evident, their problems remain persistent, never really abating. As with 

the theoretical approaches discussed in chapter two, liberal empirical studies seek to address 

the shortcomings of conservative views, but they are similarly unsuccessful. These arguments 

pave the way for framing the research questions and addressing them using the approach, data, 

and analysis discussed in this chapter (one). The empirical results of the critical discourse 

analysis are presented in the fourth chapter, where key findings on the dominant economic, 

political and legal discourses, as well as their implications, are discussed and shown to diverge 

from the conservative and liberal underpinnings of the wind power project. In the final and fifth 

chapter the empirical results are considered in light of previous research and theories. Here the 

strengths of the approach in this thesis are argued for as the main lessons for the future are 

presented before the final concluding remarks at the end of chapter five are presented. 

CHAPTER TWO 

2. Energy and Development 

Energy, whether generated from wood, coal, water or nuclear, has always been an inseparable 

part of societies. A combination of necessity and curiosity has driven humans to come up with 

new and more efficient solutions for finding and using new sources of energy (Rhodes 2018). 

Even wind energy, the specific interest of this thesis, dates back to the eighteenth and nineteenth 
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century when the Scottish physicist James Blyth built the first wind turbine as a source of 

electricity (Rhodes 2018, 326).  

 

As a focus in development studies, energy has a long history, going as far back as the golden 

years of modernisation theory. Resource economists and environmental economists have 

developed models where energy is taken into account in the economic growth process 

(Motengwe and Alagidede 2018; Stern 2011; Alabi 2017; Eggoh et al. 2011; Omri 2014) and 

research has shown that increased energy production and consumption, regardless of the source, 

can develop prosperous societies. The damaging environmental effects arising from the use of 

fossil fuels is argued to pass over time as societies become more sophisticated and 

technologically advanced (for a more detailed discussion see Alabi 2017, 389-390; Motengwe 

and Alagidede 2018, 86-87). These are the central arguments of the conservative approach 

towards energy and development, which are presented in more detail in section 2.1.  

 

A second, liberal approach, acknowledges there are problems with using fossil fuels and, 

therefore, focuses on increased use of renewable energy for a green and clean future. Supported 

and promoted by many of the world’s leading development and economic institutions this 

approach underlines the use of market forces and new technologies for so-called green growth 

and sustainable development. Central to the argument is the decoupling of the discussion on 

resource use and economic growth from issues and solutions to environmental degradation (for 

a discussion see Brand 2012; Zervas 2012). Both the conservative and liberal approaches have 

their limits, which have been pointed out in a wide range of criticism. These limits and the main 

counterarguments towards both conservatism and liberalism are presented in section 2.2.1. 

 

The third and final, radical approach, presented in section 2.3., seeks to address the 

shortcomings of the conservative and liberal approaches and promotes actively rooting out the 

use of fossil fuels and advocates a swift transition to renewable energy in a ‘just’ way that 

accounts for democracy, inclusion and redistribution of wealth (see for example McCauley and 

Heffron 2018; Healy 2017). This radical approach is a subset of the wider case for just 

sustainabilities. As theorised by the black social ecologist, Julian Agyeman (2008, 752), a Just 

Sustainabilities Paradigme incorporates issues of equity and justice, race and class in the 

analysis. This paradigm also promotes a redistributive agenda, acknowledging that 

environmental problems are disproportionately suffered by the poor, although the poor have 

not historically, nor are they at present, the main polluters (Agyeman and Evans 2004).  
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These three paradigms of conservative, liberal and radical, as outlined by Stilwell (2019, 93), 

are helpful to examine the dominant, mainstream theories guiding development, energy and the 

environment, as well as their criticisms and alternatives. Theories usually carry underlying 

assumptions of what is decent or desirable development and which values should be upheld. 

The three-fold approach helps uncover these differences and similarities, as well as strengths 

and weaknesses. The main weaknesses with the dominant theories are discussed throughout the 

chapter and summarised in the concluding section 2.4. where an alternative approach to 

investigating the wind power project in Kenya is argued for. The lack of attention towards the 

increasing role of development finance directed towards so-called green growth development 

in the Global South needs to be addressed. Treating fossil fuel and renewable energy 

alternatives as opposites, is also problematic because doing so overlooks their interdependence 

and oversees global issues of equity. Wind energy in the Global South must, finally, be 

considered more closely in connection to the land where the resource is extracted. I argue, that 

by incorporating these aspects into the analysis, we are better able to understand the prospects 

of the LTWP project in Kenya and what really matters for ending the fossil fuel era in a ‘just’ 

way. It is these themes that are fleshed out in the rest of the chapter in sections 2.2. and 2.3. 

2.1. The Conservative Approach: Growth is the Solution to Pollution 

This section deals with the background and main arguments of the conservative approach. In 

order to understand the centrality of energy for development, and the arguments that pollution 

or environmental damage connected to energy and growth will subside over time, we first need 

to understand the centrality of economic measurements for the concept of development. 

Mainstream development thinking has for long been coupled with measuring economic growth 

in societies and although the concept of development has lived through many phases, some 

argue it was reduced to simply implying economic growth as early on as in the United Nations 

Charter of 1947 (Sachs 2010, 8). Many nations of the Global South have thereafter embarked 

on journeys to achieve industrial modernity as modelled out by the powerful nations and 

institutions of the Global North (Sachs 2010, vi).  

 

Marsh (2014) argues that the guiding theory behind this line of thinking, the modernisation 

theory, is far from dead. In fact, quite to the contrary, modernisation theory is thriving. The 

number of publications on modernisation theory has continued to rise since the 1970’s and the 

theory is still used and, Marsh argues, suited for explaining different development phases of 
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societies around the world. Similarly, for example, Albrow (2020) and Drechsler (2020) 

propose that the theories developed by one of the founding fathers of modernisation theory, the 

German sociologist Max Weber, are relevant for understanding today’s global world. Albrow 

(2020, 324-325) notes that Weber’s theorisation of culture and economy offer renewed 

understanding of China’s development in the 21st Century and that Weber’s emphasis on 

advancing rationalisation can be applied to explain and understand the shifts from a global to a 

predominantly digital world. Modernisation theories are underpinned by the belief that societies 

change in a linear way with a particular direction, but also that if the level of a society’s 

modernisation is measured and compared, many aspects of economic, social, political, cultural 

and personal structures can be shown to vary according to the level of modernisation (Marsh 

2014, 263-264). In his ‘Five Stages of Growth’ Walter Whitman Rostow, one of the designers 

of the famous US Marshall Plan, compared economic development with the take-off of an 

airplane and identifies societies within one of five categories: traditional society, the 

preconditions for take-off, the take-off, the drive to maturity and the age of high mass-

consumption. For Rostow, science, as well as new forms of production and industry were the 

main drivers of societies. In other words, an important preconditions for the take-off, is the 

human willingness to adopt an ideal of progress as well as a desire for wealth. The growth of 

the industrial economy is in Rostow’s model of highly social and political nature (Auzanneau 

2018, 295; Rostow 1991, 4-6). 

 

Since industrialisation was early on regarded as a driving force of modernisation, emphasising 

the measurement of GDP per capita has been central from the very beginning and still holds a 

strong foothold. The United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) has since 2002 grouped 

nations into three levels of economic development: low, middle- and high-income countries 

(Marsh 2014, 264). What Schmelzer (2016 as cited in Obeng-Odoom 2019, 110-111) refers to 

as the ‘hegemony of growth’ or the use of GDP as the global measurement standard, is 

according to him first and foremost the result the work done by the Organisation for Economic 

Co-operation and Development (OECD), rather than, as often argued the result of systematic 

propagation by academic economist and international institutions such as the World Bank, 

International Monetary Fund (IMF) and World Trade Organization (WTO). The successful 

promotion of growth was closely linked to the pursuit of power. Because the US, in order to 

enable the distribution of the Marshall Plan aid, pushed for a standardised economic accounting 

system, this quickly became supported by its allies and international organisations who also 

needed standardised numbers to administer the aid and compare economics.  
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Going beyond the GDP, Rostow, and economists such as Nicholas Georgescu-Roegen, 

physicist Robert Ayres and ecologist Howard Odum, have also emphasised the importance of 

energy, such as oil, in economic calculations. Energy breeds more consumption, which in turn 

creates profit that enables the financing of more energy extraction (Auzanneau 2018, 295). In 

the 1960’s Marion J. Levy (1966, 11 as cited in Marsh 2014, 264) introduced energy 

consumption as a viable alternative measurement for the level of modernisation in a society 

because GDP data at the times was unavailable or did not measure non-monetised sectors of 

society. The first pioneering study by Kraft and Kraft in 1978 found a unidirectional link 

between energy consumption and economic growth in the United States (Eggoh et al. 2011, 

7409). The same year, the first World Development Report by the World Bank promoted rapid 

‘exploration and development of indigenous fuel resources in developing countries’ including 

oil, natural gas, coal and hydro in order to reduce the dependence on fuel imports and enhance 

national economic growth (World Bank 1978, 20-22). Since then, research has mainly focused 

on four hypotheses: the growth, conversation, feedback and neutrality hypothesis (for more 

details see for example Alabi 2017, 389; Eggoh et al. 2011, 7409; Omri 2014) and found a 

strong correlation between increased use of energy and economic growth. Motengwe and 

Alagidede (2018) studied output, coal consumption, capital formation and labour in South 

Africa and found a direct and strong causal link between coal and growth. Increased use of coal 

linked directly to a growing economy and long-term jobs as well as capital formation. The 

conclusion is that large amounts of energy will be needed to fuel future economic growth, 

improve standards of living and decrease poverty in the Global South (Brown 2011). 

Nevertheless, a larger comparison of energy-growth nexus literature still points to inconclusive 

and mixed results on a causal link between energy consumption and economic growth. Some 

studies support the so-called neutrality hypothesis, indicating there is no direct causality 

between energy use and economic growth. It seems differences in method; different data sets, 

time periods and selected variables have led to conflicting results (for further discussion see 

Motengwe and Alagidede 2018, 87-88; Omri 2014).  

 

Despite this, international and national development policies continue to underline the pivotal 

role of energy and help spread the coupling of more use of land and natural resources with 

successful economic growth. It is estimated that over one billion people around the globe do 

not have access to electricity and around three billion people have no access to modern, clean 

cooking fuel. Providing reliable energy access, or bringing an end to so-called energy poverty, 
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has been central to the international development agenda for long. The current UN 2030 goals 

aim towards providing sustainable energy for all (Ladislaw and Benoit 2017; UNDP 1998, 42, 

46 1-16). Especially for countries in Sub-Sahara Africa expanded access to energy could meet 

social and economic development objectives. Women often use many hours to supply for a 

household’s energy and water needs leaving no or little time for education, health care, 

community activities or income labour. An expansion of energy access could therefore open 

up opportunities for cooking, heating, lighting, transport, consumption, production and 

technological development (Sokona 2012, 4; UNDP 1998, 42, 46).  

 

Many countries of the Global South, including African countries are, however, heavily 

dependent on fossil fuels, such as coal and oil, for both revenues as well as energy generation 

(Blimpo and Cosgrove-Davies 2019, 72). The dangers of a continued use of fossils to the 

environment have been known for some time. The first scientific evidence that burning coal 

can warm the planet were found and presented already in the late 1950’s. By the time W.W. 

Rostow was advising then president of the United States, Lyndon B. Johnson in the middle of 

the 1960’s, American scientist were already warning about the dangers of increased energy use 

leading to increased CO2 emissions and harmful effects for humans (Klein 2014, 73). Ending 

‘energy poverty’ by simply increasing the input and consumption of existing energy forms thus 

raises questions of how the environment is accounted for in the process of growth. 

 

The conservative approach tackles the issue by proposing that pollution or environmental 

damage connected to energy and growth will subside over time. The Environmental Kuznets 

Curve (EKC) is often used to examine the relationship between energy consumption and 

economic growth from an environmental standpoint. Derived from Kuznets’ hypothesis it 

postulates that environmental impacts increase as economic growth increases, but only in 

earlier stages of economic growth. Beyond a certain threshold, the environmental impacts begin 

to decrease as income increases and the economy becomes more sophisticated. The solution to 

tackling environmental degradation is therefore simply more growth (for a more detailed 

discussion see Alabi 2017, 389-390; Motengwe and Alagidede 2018, 86-87).  

2.2. The Liberal Approach: Green Growth and the ‘Decoupling’ Myth 

The liberal approach acknowledges these problems and suggest that the issue of environmental 

degradation in connection to development and energy can be tackled through concepts of 

sustainable development and green growth. In practice this means promoting the marketisation 
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of common resources, the use of more efficient and environmentally friendly technologies, and 

the decoupling of environmental issues and economic growth. This section deals with the major 

trends of these views and at the end presents the main critique voiced against both conservatism 

and liberalism. 

 

With increasing knowledge about the effects of resource consumption on our planet, the 

development community in the 1970’s decided to tackle the dilemma between economic 

growth and the environment with the concept of sustainable development. For the first time, 

the connection between poverty and environmental damage entered the debate. A growing 

population, growing poverty and the absence of alternatives led to ‘unprecedented pressures on 

the natural resource base’ as the landless or impoverished people struggled for survival. The 

downward spiral of the poverty-environment nexus had to be stopped (Sachs 2010, 28; UNEP 

1983, 4 as cited in Zervas 2012, 2). Three dimensions were woven together: environment, 

development and society and in the 1980’s the Brundtland commission defined sustainable 

development as ‘a process of change in which the exploitation of resources, the direction of 

investment, the orientation of technological development; and institutional change are all in 

harmony and enhance both current and future potential to meet human needs and aspirations’ 

(UNEP 1983 as cited in Zervas 2012, 2).  

 

Around this time, the discussion on alternative energy sources also started to gradually enter 

the development debate. In the 1990s the UN emphasised that although developing countries 

must increase their consumption levels, they should do it by adopting modern technological 

energy solutions, including clean energy such as solar, in order to avoid the same trap of 

pollutions that the industrialised world had faced (Sachs 2010, 28; UNEP 1983, 4 as cited in 

Zervas 2012, 2). Sustainable development did not mean abandoning the pursuit for economic 

growth but rather changing patterns of consumption and production to increase efficiency and 

decrease waste and pollution (UNDP 1998, 7-9). The Kyoto Protocol, enforced in 2005, obliged 

developed countries to cut their emissions, whereas developing nations were exempt from this. 

Instead, they were required to adopt policies and mechanisms that promote so-called greener 

growth (UNFCCC 1998 as cited in Alabi 2017, 388). 

 

A true shift in development theory was brought about with the Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs), adopted in 2015 by the United Nations General Assembly, as a continuation of the 

Millennium Development Goals (MDGs). Recognising the intimate link between poverty, 
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development and the environmental (Hickel 2019, 1) they also shifted away from the MDGs 

strong focus on humanitarian needs to a free market, pro-business discourse with economic 

development centre-stage (Langan 2017b, 177, 181). Energy continued to be central and SDG 

7 calls for access to affordable, reliable sustainable and modern energy for all (Hickel 2019, 1; 

Thomas 2020). Political leaders recognised that failing in either overcoming poverty or abating 

the dangers of climate change ultimately means a systemic failure, and that, instead, 

transforming and leapfrogging energy systems can open up a number of economic, health and 

social co-benefits (Sokona 2012, 5). Sustainability and economic growth are portrayed as 

equally achievable in the SDGs.  

 

Hickel (2019), however, points out that there are tensions and contradictions between these 

objectives. His research shows that with the targeted global economic growth of three per cent 

per year it is impossible to reduce global resource use, especially energy consumption, to an 

extent where carbon emissions are kept low enough to keep the planet from warming more than 

two degrees Celsius. Nevertheless, he notes, the SDGs are formulated in a way where growth 

is portrayed as essential for human development objectives such as hunger, poverty or health, 

without a clearly formulated justification for it. The development goals thus reflect the 

‘dominant ideology of our times’, meaning more efficient resource use in order to achieve 

greater abundance, or unending growth, will benefit everyone (Gittins 2010, 6 as cited in 

Stilwell 2019, 234). Others argue that the SDGs offer nothing but a business-as-usual approach 

to poverty reduction in Africa (Langan 2017b, 199). 

 

Lately, as a continuation of the sustainable development debate, the concept of green growth 

has gained momentum, connecting development and the private sector tightly. Whereas 

sustainable development is argued to have failed to achieve the necessary ‘discourse coalition’ 

or actors to succeed in shifting policy goals, green economy or green growth seems to be 

gathering the required support base both in the public and the private sector (Jacobs 2012,18; 

Rockström et al. 2009, Haberl et al. 2011; Zeller 2010, Dörre et al. 2009 as cited in Brand 2012, 

28). In academic literature, green growth was first mentioned in 1991 but it was only in 2005 

that the term gained popularity among international organisations (Colby 1991; ESCAP 2005 

as cited in Zervas 2012, 2). Although there is no precise definition, green growth or green 

economy is often coupled with terms such as sustainable growth or a new development 

paradigm with common goals of low-carbon economy, green investments, resource efficiency, 

technological innovations, recycling, green jobs, poverty eradication and social inclusion. 
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Taking a critical stance to the conservative approach, the common argument among promoters 

of green growth is that the environmental protection of today is not enough, or that ‘business 

as usual’ patterns of growth must be changed (see for example Brand 2012, 28-29; Jacobs 2012, 

1-5). In contrast to the Brundtland commission’s definition of sustainable development, green 

growth is, however, not as concerned with the social component, but rather narrowly 

concentrates on the economy and environment. This move from development to simply growth 

is according to Zervas (2012, 3) problematic, since development has historically, and should 

according to Zervas, include more than the economy and because growth does not inherently 

mean equal growth in income for all.  

 

Promoters of the liberal approach, however, rarely recognise any conflict between continued 

economic growth and enhancing climate change mitigation. Quite the contrary, acting on 

climate change through emphasis investment in clean energy and more efficient technologies 

can boost growth (Burton 2015; The Global Commission on Economy and Climate 2019). 

Several powerful development institutions such as the United Nations Environment Programme 

(UNEP), The European Commission and the OECD, all mention green economy and green 

growth in their policies (Brand 2012, 28-29). UNEP defines green economy as ‘low carbon, 

resource efficient and socially inclusive’, achievable through targeted public expenditure, 

policy reforms and changes in taxation and regulation (UNEP 2019). EU’s development policy 

states that the EU is committed to supporting developing countries to transform ‘towards an 

inclusive green economy'. A road that includes economic growth, paired with environmental 

sustainability and can be reached by putting in place policies that correct market and 

government imperfections and failures (European Commission 2019). The EU, in line with the 

OECD, stresses innovation as one of the most important means for decoupling growth from 

national capital depletion (OECD 2011 as cited in Brand 2012, 29). As an example, 

Zimmerman (2012, 130), drawing from experience in the US, argues that national and local 

policy development will benefit from decoupling discussions on renewable energy and climate 

change. In his view, both are likely to make greater progress if detached. When implementing 

renewable energy projects in the US he noticed that the views citizens or participants in the 

projects have on climate change are irrelevant. While installing new wind parks he found that 

emphasising energy efficiency, energy conservation, increased tax revenues, rent for farmers 

in exchange for land, exporting renewable power and reducing dependency on foreign oil 
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imports, works as far better incentives for people to engage, than simply referring to future 

risks brought upon us by climate change (Zimmerman 2012). 

 

The decoupling of economy and environment must be considered within the broader process 

of isolating and marketising the environment. Turning nature and more specifically land into a 

commodity, although it can be argued to only be a ‘fictitious’ one and subjecting it to market 

rules has by Karl Polanyi (1944/2001, 76, 187) been described as ‘perhaps the weirdest of all 

undertakings of our ancestors’. Traditionally, nature has not been separated from labour but 

instead tied together with ‘the organisations of kinship, neighbourhood, craft and cree’ (Polanyi 

1944/2001, 187). Most nations of the Global North have in the era on neoliberal economic 

policies, nevertheless, relied on two key policies in the pursuit for growth: privatisation and 

marketisation (Gills 2017, 157). So have international agreements and world development 

bodies, who for decades have promoted the marketisation of the environment. In Africa, for 

example, in the 1980’s and 1990’s, structural adjustment programmes directed and imposed by 

the Washington Consensus and funded by the Bretton Woods Institutions, brought with them a 

new vision for common public resource management. The approach meant that natural resource 

where no longer seen through their use value, but instead as economic commodities with 

exchange value. Simultaneously, customary systems in Africa were delegitimised and a strong 

basis was built for legitimising and facilitating a marketisation of the commons, leading to 

economic efficiency taking over ecological and social efficiency. In this long-term process, 

some argue that Africa has been used as a laboratory for privatisation programmes (Obeng-

Odoom 2016, 406). 

 

Today, the liberal approach to energy and climate change continues to emphasise the use of 

market mechanisms to tackle rising emissions. Emission trading or carbon taxes are promoted 

as viable measures to incentivise both companies and consumers to choose more 

environmentally friendly patterns of production and consumption. The American economist 

and Nobel Laureate, William Nordhaus (2019, 2006), best known for his modelling of the 

modern economics of climate change, has argued for a carbon tax to slow climate change. He 

has criticised the pursuit of the 1.5 to 2 degrees Celsius target in line with the UN Paris 

Agreement as an extremely costly pursuit. Furthermore, according to Nordhaus one of the main 

problems for reducing green-house gasses is the fragmented and inbounding nature of national 

policies and international agreements. Instead, he argues, more binding policies and prices on 

emissions could solve the ‘free-riding’ problem where some nations commit to climate change 
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mitigating measure and other do not. According to Nordhaus (2019, 2011-2013), the adoption 

of climate clubs that require binding commitments by nation states, such as carbon taxes, and 

penalise nonparticipation, could solve this. Stilwell (2011, 118-119, 123-124), however, argues 

that the discourse of green growth and market-based solutions has provided decision-makers, 

international and development banks and companies with the least threatening form of 

environmental policy. It is, according to Stilwell (2011, 123), exactly these neoliberal policies, 

underpinned by neoclassical economics, which are a major part of the problem and remain one 

of the biggest obstacles for finding a solution to the climate change challenges. 

 

In light of this, the increasing role of the private sector in development cooperation, in the name 

of green growth, deserves close attention. Koponen (2020, 18) notes that one main reason for 

why the concept of development has lived on for so long, adapted and concurred new ground, 

is due to its ‘ability to mobilise resources not only for both its stated and unstated purposes but 

also for running the entire developmentalist complex that has grown around it’. Whereas 

official development aid is becoming increasingly blatant (Koponen 2020, 18), private finance 

in the realm of development cooperation, although ongoing since the end of the Second World 

War (Bandura 2017, 1), is today growingly argued for in the name of the SDGs (Bandura 2017, 

2; Global Partnership, 2016, p. 7; Roiha 2017, 1; Romero, 2016, 59). With the formulation of 

the SDGs came a strong emphasis on the need for public-private partnerships and the private 

sector as the missing link for pro-poor development (Langan 2017b, 177-181). Even so, Langan 

(2017a, 62-64) argues we need to fully acknowledge and interrogate the ‘underlying 

commercial and political objectives of foreign donors’ in ‘promoting their own economic and 

corporate interest in Africa’. So-called aid-blending, or the mixing of donor aid with direct 

foreign investment (DFI) funding is by its proponents and in donor language often presented 

as a win-win situation, and an innovative solution to poverty; jobs are created and the economic 

take-off within Africa is possible (Langan 2017a, 82). These blending exercises (Langan 2017a, 

62, 76-77) of grants, loans and aid, into investments otherwise described as risky in Africa, 

nevertheless, might pose barriers to poverty reduction since they support corporate interests 

more than genuine pro-poor development. They should instead be seen as a form or revolving 

credit, as the investors often expect subsequent profits to cover expenses and the investments 

can have negative consequences for local workers and their environments.  

 

Previous research has, however, concluded that development aid and assistance can assist 

countries in permanently including renewable energy to the national energy mix (Kruckenberg 
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2015; Marquardt, Steinbacher and Schreurs 2015). Although development cooperation, in the 

form of financing and technical assistance or expertise, can help facilitate the energy transitions, 

the studies also note that the success of the transition depends on the design and sustainability 

of domestic decisions and actors, among other things appropriate inter-organisational 

relationships play a crucial role in the process (Marquardt, Steinbacher and Schreurs 2015, 22, 

30; Kruckenberg 2015). Nevertheless, private development finance is increasingly directed 

towards providing renewable energy solutions in the Global South. With the major increase in 

energy demand taking place in developing countries and ending ‘energy poverty’ as a 

development target, renewable energy carries the promise of economic growth and electricity 

access to the rural population of the Global South while reducing environmental impacts. The 

emphasis among financers, involving everything from development banks to multilateral 

organisations, development agencies, national and international NGOs and national 

governments, has so-far mainly been on rural off-grid small-scale solutions, (Chaurey et al., 

2012; Pinkse and Kolk, 2012; UNDP 2009 as cited in Kruckenberg 2015, 11). Wind energy, 

being one of the cheapest resources per unit to generate, has become increasingly popular. It 

has become one of the fastest growing energy technologies since the 1990’s and although most 

investments have so far been made outside Africa (Aliyu, Modu and Tan 2018; Saidur, Islam, 

Rahim and Solangi 2010; GWEC 2017; Castellano, Kendall, Nikomarov and Swemmer 2015 

as cited in Kazimierczuk 2019, 435) large-scale investment in wind power infrastructure in the 

Global South is on the rise.  

 

As a result of increased scale and technological development, renewable energy forms, such as 

solar and wind, have gone from being exotic technologies to having become competitive and 

highly promoted alternatives among the liberal camp in only a few decades. Despite their 

improved cost competitiveness compared to fossils, challenges remain, the biggest one being 

the storing of renewables in order to avoid reliability on hydro or gas to cover fluctuations. 

Engineers and private firms are scrambling to solve this as only about one percent of renewable 

energy today is complemented by storage. The market-leading lithium-ion batteries, also used 

in mobile phones and electrical cars, have felt an upswing and can be used for renewable 

energy, but safety issues as well as a patchwork of international and national rules and 

regulations still pose barriers for their further development. Developing long terms storage 

solutions could, according to battery developers, be the ultimate key to exit coal and natural 

gas altogether (The Economist 2019d; The Economist 2019e). Nevertheless, in order for this to 

happen, the liberal magazine, The Economist (2019d, 14), notes that: ‘For firms and capital 
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markets to work their magic, policy is needed – if only because, more than in other industries, 

the state sets the rules in power’.  

2.2.1. Limits to Conservatism and Liberalism  

Both the conservative and the liberal approaches have been widely critiqued. Perhaps, the most 

full-throated critiques have been provided by scholars and activists for years, before the more 

recent degrowth movement took form. Indeed, The Limits to Growth (Meadows et al. 1972), 

provided one of such major early critiques. The conclusion by Meadows et al. (1972, 23-24) is 

clear and simple: ‘If the present growth trends in world population, industrialization, pollution, 

food production, and resource depletion continue unchanged, the limits to growth on this planet 

will be reached sometime within the next one hundred years.’ The authors suggest a second 

outcome is possible if sustainable conditions for ecological and economic stability are 

established, sooner, rather than later. One practical change suggested by the authors is the 

harnessing of pollution-free solar energy (Meadows et al. 1972, 177).  

 

Conservative research on energy and growth, supporting the EKC hypothesis, argues that the 

shift to renewable energy sources such as solar or wind will happen naturally over time, as a 

nation’s economy grows, and new technologies and knowledge develop and becomes more 

sophisticated. Growth is thus seen as the enabler of more environmentally friendly, clean and 

sustainable energy forms in line with international agreements and goals, such as the 2015 Paris 

Agreement (Motengwe and Alagidede 2018). Several studies have, nevertheless, rejected this 

assumption and conclude that environmental impacts continue increasing as economic growth 

persist (for a discussion see for example Alabi 2017). Although global energy related CO2 

emissions flattened in 2019 to around 33 gigatonnes after two years of increase, the decline is 

mainly happening in countries of the Global North (IEA 2020). There is so far little evidence 

to support that policies supporting increased use of renewables for growing economies can 

resulting in lower emissions globally on a long timescale. Decoupling and green growth 

advocates use evidence from post-industrial Western economies as examples but do not, for 

example, take into account that a large proportion of national emissions have been outsourced 

to manufacturing, extraction and distribution in other countries. Additionally, although the use 

of renewable energy is growing and the expansion of fossil fuel has slowed, it is nonetheless 

still increasing (Burton 2015). An absolute decoupling of growth and a reduction of material-

use and consumption, as promoted by liberalists, is according to some researchers not even 

possible. Empirical evidence shows that individual nations have temporarily been able to 
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achieve relative decoupling of growth and resource use, but there is no evidence this can be 

achieved absolutely and sustainably on a global scale for a long-lasting time period (Bringezu, 

Schultz, Steger and Baudisch 2004; Pulselli et al. 2015 as cited in Hickel 2019, 4).   

 

Additionally, as emissions continue rising, the effects of climate change are disproportionately 

suffered by the least polluting nations, most often countries in the Global South and particularly 

Africa. For example, the reliance on traditional biomass energy resources such as firewood or 

charcoal influences forests and tree growth, which is linked to carbon emission uptake. Equally, 

the risk of more frequent and persistent droughts and flooding are already affecting dams and 

power distribution lines in Africa. Despite an increased awareness of these challenges, 

countries of the Global South tend to focus on expanding access, meeting increased domestic 

energy demand, providing low-cost energy and ensuring reliability, rather than concentrating 

on environmental and sustainability issues (Ladislaw and Benoit 2017, 24). 

 

The reliance on new technologies is also called to question. Zervas (2012, 4-5) argues that so-

called green energy solutions are not always the best for the environment. It is, for example, 

contested how renewable or energy effective first-generation biofuels truly are, or whether 

using fertile land for solar or wind plants instead of agriculture can be considered ‘green’. 

Similarly, Burton (2015) notes that while energy generation and use is important, the 

technological optimism around these solutions often push aside issues of de-forestation, 

emissions from agriculture, release of trapped polar methane and reduction of the oceans’ 

capacity to store carbon dioxide. The American environmental policy writer and founder of 

Environmental Progress, Michael Schellenberger (2018), argues that the fascination with 

renewable energy and green technology is romanticised. He asks: ‘In the effort to try to save 

the climate are we destroying the environment?’. According to him large-scale renewable 

energy and clean technology is causing more harm to the environment than good to the climate. 

Solar panels and wind parks require much available land, their power production is unreliable 

and dependent on the fluctuating nature. In addition, not only are animals partially or 

completely removed from the land where solar panels or wind turbines are erected, but 

evidences increasingly shows that large numbers of birds and bats are killed by them 

(Schellenberger 2018). Furthermore, the production of wind turbines requires extraction of rare 

earth elements (REEs), which can be a very environmentally damaging process (Newell and 

Mulvaney 2013, 5).  
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Furthermore, dominant way of understanding ‘development-as-growth’ is problematic and, 

has, according to Sachs (2010, vi) led to decisionmakers pushing for two extremes, either 

‘equity without ecology, or ecology without equity’. Therefore, according to this school of 

thought, the growth-centred arguments for adopting green energy in the name of development 

must be questioned. Green growth debates, for example, seldom consider possibilities for 

reduction of energy consumption mainly because, contrary to the basic principles of capitalism, 

it offers neither large profits nor does it promote excessive consumption. Additionally, the 

motivation behind protecting the environment can be questioned, since it is protected mainly 

because it is a source for further economic growth (Zervas 2012, 4-5). Some argue green growth 

is nothing but another oxymoron capturing the same contradictions as sustainable development 

did in its heydays. Others claimed it was a response to the economic crisis of 2008 and offered 

an alternative and attractive strategy of survival for neoliberalism. It became a way for over-

accumulated capital to find investment opportunities in renewable energy sources, agriculture, 

infrastructure and environmental protection, thus creating opportunities for a few, while 

threatening the living conditions for many in the Global South (Jacobs 2012,18; Rockström et 

al. 2009, Haberl et al. 2011; Zeller 2010, Dörre et al. 2009 as cited in Brand 2012, 28). Whereas 

Jacobs (2012, 18-19) sees green economy as a saviour or illusion depending on how long term 

the policy changes and investments towards environmental protection are, Dercon (2012, 15) 

concludes there has been too little discussion on how green growth can simultaneously tackle 

issues of growth and poverty reduction while ensuring environmental costs are internalised. 

Tandon (2012, 317) points out that if access to public commons is further curtailed and state 

regulation or protection does not extend to the informal sector, already marginalised groups 

such as poor women, will have little to gain from a greener economy. Green economy can only 

be ‘as robust as its weakest link’. Tandon fears that women are the first casualties of renewable 

energy if patterns, where the interest of large corporations win over poor, small-scale farmers, 

often women in developing countries.  

 

Therefore, Brand (2012, 31) concludes that green economy can offer little relief for the future 

unless the underlying drivers of our unsustainable consumption and production patterns are 

first addressed and reshaped. Gills (2008, 84, 87) argues that only by a self-liberation from ‘an 

excessive psychological dependence on consumption in a never-ending pursuit of private 

pleasure’ can we begin to find a new path for a future where sharing becomes the new norm, 

and we live within the natural limits of the environment. Social movements of late, calling for 

a ‘steady state economy’ or ‘degrowth’ make renewed attempts to offer alternatives to the 
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dominant ideology of growth (Czech 2013; Daly 2014; Washington 2016 as cited in Stilwell 

2019, 234-235; Demaria et al. 2013). They promote reducing energy and material throughput, 

as well as changing individual values and behaviour towards frugal abundance to stop the 

process of material degradation. The redistribution of wealth both locally and globally, between 

the Global North and Global South, is an important aspect (Demaria et al. 2013). Brand (2012, 

31-32) concludes the most important question is under what conditions a greening of the 

economy takes place, whose interest are served and who controls renewable energy production? 

He calls for constructing alternatives to things we take as given: the blind belief in market 

forces, the close focus on efficiency and economic growth or the externalisation of ecological 

costs from the Global North to the Global South. He suggests a ‘comprehensive and democratic 

understanding of wealth, well-being and social quality’ and most importantly, that control over 

society-nature relations is made democratic (Brand 2012, 31-32). 

2.3. The Radical Approach: Renewable Energy, a ‘Just’ Transition, and Just 

Sustainabilities  

The third and last approach to development and energy attempts to offer such an alternative. It 

suggests that in order to continue developing societies and to ensure social and economic well-

being for all, but simultaneously tackle issues of environmental degradation and climate 

change, the best solution is to use only renewable energy sources. Its proponents, however, also 

argue, that the switch needs to happen in a ‘just’ way that considers environmental as well as 

social aspects of the change.  

 

Although the liberal approach also supports the use of renewable energy, it seldom questions 

the dominance of the fossil fuel industry or calls for a substantial reduction of fossil fuel use. 

This is where the radical approach differs from the two previous ones. Those who lobby for a 

radical shift to renewables also often argue for fossil fuels to be left in the ground or at least 

that their use be limited and reduced extensively (Manno et al. 2015, viii-xi). Some argue this 

is a transition where developing countries are at an advantage. They can embark on 

decarbonisation journeys much faster than countries of the Global North, since the technology 

already exists and can be implemented immediately, instead of waiting for it to be invented 

(Halsnæs, Markandya and Shukla 2011, 983).  

 

This binary approach towards using either fossils or renewables in Africa is, however, also 

contested, and according to some even unethical. A crucial aspect of the radical approach is 
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that is it centred on inequality and social stratification, as Obeng-Odoom (2021, 18) argues. 

Social costs arising from the privatisation of nature, in the name of green growth, are not fully 

accounted for by mainstream economics. Considering history, how slaves were used as 

sustainable energy during slavery, but also considering that African countries are not 

historically the biggest polluters (Showers 2014 as cited in Obeng-Odoom 2017; Obeng-

Odoom 2021, 147) it can be questioned whether a complete shift to renewables can be required 

of African countries at any cost. Additionally, Abdallah (2016, 157) notes, simply switching 

from one energy source to another will not suffice to secure that development and energy 

transitions towards a fossil free future is truly sustainable. Instead, new energy sources need to 

satisfy, environmental, economic and social interests equally. 

 

This line of argument can be traced to the environmental justice movements. Born out of social 

protests in predominantly black communities in the US in the 1980’s, it linked together issues 

of environment, race, class, gender and social justice (Agyeman and Evans 2004, 156; Bullard 

1983, Mohai, Pellow and Roberts 2009 as cited in Nygren and Wayessa 2018, 149). In the 21st 

century the environmental justice discourse has been pushed aside by the green growth and 

economic justice debates, or as Agyeman (2014, 236-238) puts it ‘an ecological modernisation 

discourse of green capitalism’. Despite this, issues such as unwanted land use in low income or 

minority neighborhoods persist and are often unresolved by the liberal approach. In order to 

bridge this ‘green’ agenda of environmental protection, often promoted by richer countries and 

non-profits in the Global North, with the ‘brown’ agenda, represented by countries and actors 

from the Global South and focusing on poverty alleviation, infrastructure development, health 

and education, Agyeman (2008, 752) suggests a Just Sustainabilities Paradigm. In order for 

sustainability to be truly transformative Agyeman argues that sustainability needs to 

incorporate issues of equity and justice, race and class, and finally take on a redistributive 

function, acknowledging that environmental problems are disproportionately suffered by the 

poor, while the poor are not the main polluters (Agyeman and Evans 2004). 

 

The more specific concept of a ‘just energy transition’ also grew out of the environmental 

justice movement in 1980’s, when trade union movements demanded new so-called green jobs 

as fossil fuel industry jobs were lost to new regulations. Still today, similar claims are reiterated 

in South Africa where unions are anxious about the social impacts of the restructuring of the 

coal-dependent and carbon-intense national economy. Later interpretations of the term ‘just 

energy transition’ have, however, gone beyond the narrow focus on the labour-environment or 
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climate nexus (Abraham 2017 as cited in McCauley and Heffron 2018; Healy 2017, 454; 

Newell 2013, 2) and incorporate both the production as well as the consumption side of moving 

towards low carbon energy sources (for a discussion see McCauley and Heffron 2018). An 

energy transition is essentially the change from one state of energy system to another, taking 

into account quantity, quality, structure of end use and supply. Additionally, transitions both 

drive and are driven by economic, technical, political and social changes (Sokona 2012, 5-6). 

The argument is that as societies move towards economies free of CO2 emissions the transition 

needs to build on ‘just’ processes in society. So far, when governments, companies and 

institutions have discussed future low carbon economies the word ‘just’ is seldom present 

(McCauley and Heffron 2018, 1-4).  

 

Neoclassical economics has so-far failed to deliver the just outcomes for society that the 

creation of competitive markets promised. Instead, in, for example, energy retail and banking, 

an oligopolistic market has been created where usually three to six leading companies stand for 

over 90 per cent of the market share (McCauley and Heffron 2018, 1-6). In the neoliberal 

context the willingness of states to oversee a just energy transition can also be questioned since 

the control over energy production and consumption is often shared or completely delegated to 

private companies. Additionally, global bodies in charge of governing energy have little power 

over decision-making processes in nation states. Finally, interests of global elites are seldom 

aligned with the energy needs of the poorest people or with environmental vulnerabilities 

(Newell 2013, 1-2). This is why the question of who should take the primary responsibility for 

changing these patterns is clearly not only a scientific judgment, but also rather a question of 

political economy (Stilwell 2011, 48). 

 

Building upon the concept of just sustainabilities, a growing number of academic scholars have 

in recent years engaged in a debate focused on bringing together climate, energy and 

environmental justice scholarship under the framework a ‘just transition’ (McCauley and 

Heffron 2018, 1-6). McCauley and Heffron (2018, 3) argue that bringing together all three 

concepts and schools of thought it will help create a more consolidated and global framework 

for analysis. They identify three dominant frames for analysis: distributional, procedural and 

restorative justice. Justice also includes the recognition of gender, income and ethnicity in both 

developed and developing contexts. Similarly, Healy (2017, 453- 457) conclude that the fossil 

fuel era must end in a manner that ‘minimizes injustices of that transition and maximizes its 

democratic character’ as well as breaks old patterns: ‘...a just transformation of the socio-energy 
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system is also a decision to live in a different type of society, not simply a low-carbon version 

of the current one’. This requires that political, economic and social structures are changed. 

The ultimate aim is to reduce inequality in modern society. Ever-increasing inequalities have 

left researchers struggling to find policy reforms that can correct this trend. The just transition 

scholarship positions itself as a contributor to finding remedies for these policy failures 

(Heffron 2018, 75). A broad understanding of a just transition includes measurable outcomes 

from actions, meaning direct changes in laws or policies, and most importantly, public 

acceptance and understanding for these changes (Heffron 2018; Newell and Mulvaney 2013).  

In practice, policy makers could tailor their decisions to local contexts by including 

communities and citizens in all phases of policymaking (Newell and Mulvaney 2013). 

 

Yet, when energy projects are carried out as regional or bilateral trade or investment 

agreements, they tend to hold a limited space for claim-making around issues of justice. As 

already noted, since few bodies exercise the direct authority over energy resources, the global 

arena becomes tightly restricted. As the boarder public is excluded from decision-making, 

NGOs, trades unions and indigenous peoples’ movements have mobilised to demand both 

procedural justice, or the right to participate in deliberations, and distributional justice, namely 

questions concerning land use and access to the rents extracted from the resource exploitation 

(Newell 2007 as cited in Newell and Mulvaney 2013, 7). In South Africa, for example, a 

collaboration between an NGO, engineering firm, legal firm and consulting company aims to 

help low-income communities to develop renewable energy firms, such as wind farms, which 

simultaneously can generate revenue and employment opportunities for locals and provide a 

fair return on renewable energy for locals as well as investors (Newell 2013, 3). In North 

America, indigenous people have, with the solidarity of NGOs, either been able to stop the 

construction of several coal or gas projects or chosen to engage in the renewable energy sector 

on their own terms (Klein 2014, 370, 388-399). Making such decisions, however, requires that 

the alternatives to cheap, quick and dirty deals with extractive industries are truly beneficial: 

‘...the only people who will be truly empowered to say no to dirty development over the long 

term are people who see real, hopeful alternatives’ (Klein 2014, 387).  

 

The trend is, however, that the privatisation or appropriation of land for purposes of a so-called 

green economy and green energy is increasing. The ‘thirst for steady, affordable and reliable 

energy resources’ is driving land grabs by multinational companies and wealthy nations 

(Newell and Mulvaney 2013, 5). If we are interested in an ecological perspective and concerned 
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with sustainability issues, the use of land is especially important to consider. Modern economics 

seems to have become less space bound and it is perhaps because of this that the question of 

land is not as present in economic analysis as it was during the birth of classical political 

economic theories (Stilwell 2012, 88-89). Supporters of the conservative and liberal approaches 

justify the appropriation of land with a narrative of inevitability, where locals as well as 

investors are convinced the appropriation of land is a win for all parties; good for business, 

good for the environment and good for the development of the local people (Weeber 2016, 

125). Others, including political ecologists, ague that green grabs, with a primary motive of 

rent-seeking ecosystem commodification, are social processes that harm people as well as 

entire dynamics of ecosystems. They exclude local or indigenous people from the natural 

resources at hand and are often framed in technical and complex language of national or 

international climate protection measures (see for example Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones, 

2012; Corson, 2011, 2012; Corson and MacDonald, 2012; Peluso and Lund, 2011; Sikor and 

Lund, 2009 as cited in Weeber 2016, 116-117, 118). The state has a central role in hindering 

these processes of accumulation by dispossession, where the interests of middle or upper 

classes, developers and corporations are prioritised (Bannerjee-Guha 2010; Doshi 2013; 

Harvey 2008 as cited in Nygren and Wayessa 2018, 150). As one remedy, Nygren and Wayessa 

(2018, 151) suggest intersectional decision making and governance processes so that a more 

nuanced analysis of marginalisation can take place in connection to relocation.  

 

Finally, a just transition, aiming at reducing inequalities and social stratification, accounts for 

the question of energy democracy; essentially a more democratic and equal ownership and 

control over energy (Newell and Mulvaney 2013). In connection to this objective, the failure of 

the conservative and liberal approaches to recognise the ‘unique and distinctive characteristics 

of land’other than its productivity in terms of market value’ (Elahi and Stilwell 2013, 33) must 

be addressed. In order to break the neoliberal processes in large scale wind projects, and 

drawing on experiences from Mexico, Avila-Calero (2017) suggests a third middle ground 

pathway, inspired by ideas of commoning, for countries of the Global South. She notes that if 

projects are planned with an increased reliance on market forces and a growing appeal for 

private property in land, it simultaneously means that several social, cultural and political 

dimensions are disregarded and left unaddressed. Uneven outcomes of projects lead to struggles 

and claims from indigenous communities and should be seen as manifestations of historical 

struggles for territory, identity and autonomy. Instead, cooperatives and community wind farms 

can assist in reaching energy sovereignty, and account for not only economic, but also social 
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and cultural realities among indigenous people. Theorising the question of land and rent in 

connection to energy even further, Obeng-Odoom (2021, 23-24) argues that rather than 

focusing on the dichotomy of fossil fuels and renewable alternatives, commoning resource 

through a strategy of energy sovereignty might offer a much more effective strategy for the 

future, while simultaneously addressing issues of inequality that arise with the uneven private 

property relations in energy extraction. Considering how central land is for every aspect of 

African life and building on the ideas of Henry George, Obeng-Odoom (2021, 160, 204-205) 

argues that commoning, not the nationalisation of land, but rather the socialisation of privately 

appropriated rent, can offer an alternative, radical pathway. In this process and as an addition 

to the concepts of just sustainabilities and just transitions, the concept of ‘just land’ can serve 

in animating the problems with rent theft, in other words ‘the private extraction and 

appropriation of rent created by society at large’, while simultaneously redefining the ‘return 

of land to the commons, the non-commodification of land in the commons, and the active 

nourishing of such land’ (Obeng-Odoom 2021, 204-205).  

2.4. Conclusion 

This chapter has presented previous research and theories on development and energy by 

adopting Stilwell’s (2019) division of conservative, liberal and radical approach. As pointed 

out throughout the chapter, the conservative and liberal approaches to energy and development 

have been criticised for their shortcomings. The true sustainability of these approaches is called 

to question and critics point out that saving the environment in order to use more resources for 

growth is not sustainable. Furthermore, the assumption that growth, whether generated from 

so-called green or fossil energy sources, means equal growth for all is misleading (Zervas 2012, 

3-5). The radical research approach to energy and development tries to address some of these 

issues through the concepts of ‘just transition’ and ‘just sustainability’. A ‘just’ transition 

towards a less carbon-intense future must include questions of human rights, more democratic 

and equal ownership and control of over energy as well as a broader understanding of 

sustainability (McCauley and Heffron 2018; Healy 2017). The popular green growth 

understanding of sustainability as environmental protection or the wellbeing of future 

generations, leaves little room for discussions around equity, justice, race or class in societies 

today (Agyeman 2008). 

 

The particular political economy approach of this thesis – centred on just sustainabilities –

shows us that only using one or a few theoretical frames for understanding the wind power 
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project in Kenya might miss important issues on sustainability and equity. Additionally, as has 

been noted, all three approaches suffer from weaknesses that need to be addressed. Firstly, as 

the popularity of directing development finance into renewable energy projects in the Global 

South is on the rise, a critical examination of this trend must be included. Although a few studies 

have investigated the role of development cooperation in developing countries’ willingness to 

adopt renewable energy solutions (Kruckenberg 2015; Marquardt, Steinbacher and Schreurs 

2015), previous research on energy transitions has directed little attention to the interests, power 

plays and effects of donor nations’ participation. Furthermore, as Koponen (2020, 9, 16) points 

out, although the nexus between development and exploitations was clear during colonial 

times; post-war development discourse has obscured this nexus and left the concept of 

development struggling with an inherent contradiction: ‘development is seen as a common 

good that benefits all… Doing development is doing good. But which good, and good for 

whom?’. From a political economy perspective, these questions must be considered carefully. 

 

Secondly, investigating renewables as an alternative to fossil fuel energy solutions in the 

African context is insufficient. Although the radical concept of a just transition recognises the 

need for context specific solutions in the process towards a less carbon intense future, fully 

relying on the possibilities of renewables might miss important aspects connected to local and 

global equality. Sokona (2012, 6) notes that fossil fuels cannot be avoided in the African 

context, instead both fossil and renewable energy, depending on their availability and costs, 

will be needed for a transformation towards modern energy systems. Additionally, as Obeng-

Odoom (2021) argues, commoning all forms of energy extraction, might be a much more 

effective path towards a just and equitable future. Therefore, investigating the wind power 

project in close relation to other energy forms in Kenya is necessary.  

 

Thirdly and finally, and connected to questions of commoning, reaping the full potential of 

renewable energy for a ‘just’ transition requires more democratic and equal ownership and 

control over energy (Newell and Mulvaney 2013). This also means paying closer attention to 

the unequal property regimes that characterise renewable energy extraction. The three 

presented approaches tend to be capital centred, concerned with accumulation or redistribution, 

but insufficient in theorising the question of land. Nevertheless, if we are interested in issues 

concerning ecology, sustainability and equity, the use of land is especially important to consider 

(Stilwell 2012, 88-89). Although wind is the primary resource of interest in this thesis, it cannot 

be separated from the inevitable need for large areas of land where wind turbines are installed 
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and operated. Additionally, subjecting land to market mechanisms and developing resources 

that were ‘neglected’ by locals were one of the most important pillars of modern colonialisation 

and later development concepts (Polanyi 1944/2001; Koponen 2020). Considering the location 

of the case study, Kenya, and the centrality of land for every aspect of African life (Obeng-

Odoom 2021, 204-205), recognising that land has different meaning in different contexts and 

addressing the array of risks and uncertainties that modern development practices of 

marketisation of land carries with it (Elahi and Stilwell 2013, 35) is imperative. 

CHAPTER THREE 

3. Energy and Development in Kenya: Conservative, Liberal and Radical 

Research 

Kenya provides us with an appropriate setting for this study. On the one hand, the country is 

highly committed to ensuring energy access for all through clean forms of energy, such as solar, 

geothermal and wind (Ministry of Energy 2018). On the other hand, Kenya is considering the 

introduction of coal fired power plants to its energy mix (BBC 2019; Otuki 2018; The 

Economist 2019b, n.p.). The main goal is to enable economic growth and social development 

(Vision 2030, 2019 n.p.) in a country where the majority of the population still does not have 

access to grid electricity (Newell, Phillips and Pueyo 2014, 13).  

 

In terms of scholarship, three key themes can be distilled. First, conservative studies on the role 

of energy in Kenya highlight the importance of the national economy. Second, liberal studies 

consider the necessity of the ongoing, rapid shift towards renewables in Kenya, whereas, 

thirdly, more radical research has posed critical questions about the social and economic 

impacts for local communities connected to the ongoing energy transition in the country. 

However, previous research, whether conservative, liberal or radical, has often treated energy 

and development in Kenya either by examining the energy sector at large or by studying the 

impact of specific renewable energy projects on local communities. For example, 

Kazimierczuk’s (2019) review of the Kenyan energy sector from a policy perspective provides 

historical and institutional context about the sectoral development, whereas several recent 

studies (see for example Cormack 2018; Gargule 2019; Renkens 2019; Schilling 2018; Voller 

2016) have focused on the geographical area of the LTWP project and local community 

acceptance and impacts. These studies provide us with useful insight, but leave questions 
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concerning issues of sustainability and equity unanswered. Therefore, as the fourth and fifth 

chapters will show, this thesis aims to bridge the gap between institutional and local 

understanding found in previous research by focusing on the political economy of the LTWP 

project. By examining the dominant discourses and including institutions and their ideas in 

conjunction with local community perception towards the project, this thesis adds to existing 

literature on energy and development in Kenya and aims to broaden the discussion on energy 

in the country. The rest of the chapter is divided into four sections. The three upcoming ones 

3.1., 3.2. and 3.3. each highlight key aspects of the conservative, liberal and radical approaches 

to energy in Kenya, and the final, fourth section 3.4. concludes this chapter and argues for why 

more holistic research is needed. 

3.1. A Country with Growth Potential  

With a population of around 52 million and a GDP per capita of 1817 US dollars 

(approximately 1509 euros) Kenya is described as one of the fastest growing economies in Sub-

Saharan Africa and a country with huge potential (World Bank 2019a; World Bank 2019b). In 

2018, Kenya saw the fastest growth of its economy in almost a decade with the GDP climbing 

over 6 per cent compared to the year before, mainly due to improvements in agriculture and 

manufacturing (Herbling 2019). Kenya is described as having ‘potential to be one of Africa’s 

success stories’ with a young population, a dynamic private sector, a skilled workforce, on-

going infrastructure improvements and a new constitution passed in 2010. The main challenges 

are identified as poverty, inequality, governance, climate change and ways to sustain an 

economic growth that can enhance living standards for all Kenyans (World Bank 2019b). The 

COVID-19 pandemic has, however, once again accelerated increasing poverty, high 

unemployment, rise in bankruptcies and in general contraction of economies (Gills 2020, 577-

579). It has disrupted lives for many in Africa and Kenya. It is estimated that two million more 

Kenyans have been pushed into poverty due to the social and economic effects of the pandemic 

(World Bank 2020). 

 

Sustaining economic growth has historically been the core element of Kenya’s development 

policy. The Kenyan government has adopted economic strategies with built-in assumption of 

the so-called trickle-down effect; the benefit of growth in the most dynamic sectors is with time 

believed to spread to the rest of the economy and thus reduce poverty and inequality. The 1965 

Sessional Paper number 10 set out the newly independent country’s development strategy by 

concluding that ‘development money should be invested where it will yield the largest increase 
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in net output’. In practice leading to the development of the capital and other cities. Since 

independence in 1963 unemployment and income disparities have, however, continued to 

increase despite the growing national economy. Critics point out that the Kenyan policies have 

in fact been pro-rich and insufficient in tackling issues of inequality that stem from lack of 

access to fuel, water and education (Kabubo-Mariara, Mwabu and Ngeng’e 2013; Republic of 

Kenya 1965). As an example, although access to energy and electricity are seen as key 

indicators of development, the majority of Kenyans still have no access to grid electricity but 

instead rely on biomass and fossil fuels for their primary energy consumption (Newell, Phillips 

and Pueyo 2014, 13). 

 

The current national development plan for Kenya, Vision 2030, launched by president Mwai 

Kibaki in 2008, gives high priority to increased energy production and consumption. The aim 

is to transform Kenya into a ‘newly industrializing, middle-income country providing a high 

quality of life to all its citizens’ (Vision 2030 2019, n.p.). Vision 2030 outlines that the expected 

development projects will lead to an increase in the country’s energy demand, which in turn 

will circle back to economic growth and development. Domestic and foreign investments in the 

energy sector are identified as key drivers for maintaining the growth momentum (KIPPRA 

2018, 1, 39). These types of policies have a strong support in conservative academic research. 

For example, Alabi (2017, 399) shows a bidirectional link between both non-renewable and 

renewable energy and economic growth in the long and short term for three African oil-

producing countries Angola, Algeria and Nigeria. Similarly, Eggoh et al. (2011, 7419) 

concludes that when energy exporting and importing countries in Africa increased their energy 

consumption it simultaneously increased growth and vice versa. The studies underline that 

energy reducing policies will have a negative impact on development in Africa. 

 

Although the COVID-19 pandemic caused a notable slump in energy, especially electricity, 

demand in Kenya during the lockdown in 2020 (Muchira 2020) the demand for power in Kenya 

has historically been the highest out of the six East African Community (EAC) countries. 

Electricity, petroleum and renewables have seen an increase in the demand since the 1980’s, 

both among residential customers as well as among manufacturing, leading to constrained 

supply and delivery of quality services. From 2008 to 2017 the energy demand grew from 1044 

MW to 1656 MW. The total installed capacity grew from 1310 MW in 2008 to 2334 MW in 

2017 and further to 2711 MW in 2018 due to additional power from wind and solar. The 

distribution and retail of power in Kenya is monopolised by Kenya Power and Lighting 
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Company Ltd (KPLC) but a new proposed Energy Bill might change this if adopted in 

parliament. The generation of power is, however, open for private participation. Nevertheless, 

the state-owned Kenya Electricity Generating Company (KenGen) generates the majority, 74 

per cent, while 24 per cent comes from Independent Power Producers (IPPs) and a small 

amount, two per cent, is imported mainly from Uganda, Tanzania and Ethiopia. In 2020 the 

total amount of renewable energy in the national energy mix stood at around 93 per cent (Africa 

Energy Series 2020). Around one third, 862 MW is produced from hydroelectricity, thermal 

plants account for slightly less, 807 MW, geothermal for around one fifth of the production, 

663 MW, and wind for 336 MW (Climatescope 2018; Mutua 2012, 702, 708; Wambu 2019; 

KPLC 2017 as cited in Kazimierczuk 2019, 436; KIPPRA 2018, 97).  

 

To secure increased generation of cheap and reliable energy and meet the expected and 

continued increase in demand, Kenya is planning and implementing several new energy 

projects, including, like other Southern African countries, new coal-fired power stations. One 

of the planned stations, in Lamu, partly financed by the Chinese, has, however, been delayed 

because of protests and concerns over environmental issues. In June 2019 it was halted in a 

judicial process where judges ruled that authorities had failed to go through with the 

environmental assessments (BBC 2019). The other one is a 960 MW coal-fired power plant in 

Kitui. The Energy Ministry justifies the projects by saying they will help diversify Kenya’s 

power mix and drive growth (Otuki 2018). Environmental objections are waved away with 

arguments about coal being the cheapest and most reliable source of energy for an ever-growing 

energy appetite. A Kenyan civil servant cited in The Economist (2019b, n.p.) notes: ‘Europe 

industrialised on the back of coal. Isn’t it a bit rich to be talking to us about our carbon 

footprint?’.  

 

In addition to the increasing use of coal, Kenya is also trying to get rid of oil imports after the 

discovery of oil reserves in the Turkana area in 2012. The main basin is estimated to contain 

more than 750 million barrels of oil and it is believed that Kenya could become a net exporter 

of oil (Schilling 2018, 571). The Kenyan Institute for Public Policy Research and Analysis 

(KIPPRA) (2018, 97-100) concludes that in order for the energy sector to develop focus should 

be on electricity and petroleum because they are the two sources of energy that play the most 

significant role in industrialisation, mechanised agriculture, transport and domestic needs. 

Development in the oil sub-sector is also highlighted and the recommendation is that increased 

consumption should be encourage by reducing tariffs. In addition, generation of electricity from 
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nuclear is being investigated by The Kenya Nuclear Energy Board (KNEB) (Climatescope 

2018).  

 

Nevertheless, experts fear that increasing the electricity capacity, as Kenya is doing, comes 

with a range of problems, including possible higher consumer prices. The assumption is that 

the demand for electricity in Kenya will grow by 15 per cent per year, but the former chairman 

of Kenya’s Energy Regulatory Commission notes that it could be a costly mistake for the 

country to increase the electricity capacity. The current supply is already more than the demand 

(Climatescope 2018; The Economist 2019b, n.p.). As a result of lower electricity demand during 

the COVID-19 pandemic Kenya Power also decided to ration the amount of energy it took from 

producers. This has led to higher consumer prices as, for example, the amount of cheaper wind 

power was cut down in favour of more costly alternatives as geothermal and hydro, mainly 

produced by KenGen (Muchira 2020). Overcapacity is becoming a problem, not only in Kenya, 

but around Africa. Adding coal-fired plants or renewable sources to the mix can lead to an 

increase of cost for the consumers while generating useless electricity (Climatescope 2018; The 

Economist 2019b, n.p.). In 2012 The World Bank withdrew its guarantees for the LTWP project 

for this very reason. It assessed that the Power Purchase Agreement (PPA) between the 

government and the LTWP consortium, according to which the energy that is fed into Kenya’s 

national grid is bought at a fixed price by KPLC over a 20-year period, would commit 

consumers to pay approximately 7,8 million euros for unused electricity (LTWP 2018a; Sambu 

and Wahome 2012). Experts suggest African countries should instead improve transmission 

and distribution, aim for countrywide electricity access and focus on increasing the per capita 

power consumption. This could be done through institutional reforms, a strong regulatory 

framework and the separation of generation from distribution (Climatescope 2018; The 

Economist 2019b, n.p.). 

3.2. Climate Change and a Growing Appetite for Renewables  

A decade ago, the African Economic Research Consortium (AERC) concluded that African 

nations need to develop policies to tackles the challenges and harness opportunities posed by 

climate change. Developing alternative, cheap and sustainable energy sources was highlighted 

as a top priority and argued for as an opportunity for economic and social development, if and 

when it provides electricity access to the poorest households (Lyakruwa 2009). Critics of the 

conservative approach often point out that the African continent has a unique and inherent 

advantage to use clean, renewable energy in order to combat climate change. Ddamulira (2017, 
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261), for example, argues in the case of East Africa, that although energy is essential for the 

development, a leapfrogging to more environmentally friendly renewable energy is even more 

pressing. Additionally, a large part of the energy in Africa is already generated from 

renewables, although the main source is unreliable hydro power. Sun, wind and geothermal are 

therefore seen to carry great potential for not only facilitating a clean energy transition but 

enabling a clean energy modernisation (Kazimierczuk 2019, 434). 

 

The Kenyan national development plan emphasises the importance of new sources of energy 

such as renewables (Office of the Prime Minister Ministry of State for Planning 2012, iii, 17-

18), in order to tackle climate change, but also, as noted, to stabilise a fragile grid and lower 

energy prices. With one of the highest energy costs in the region, ‘clean’ energy and low carbon 

options are in comparison more attractive alternatives in Kenya (Newell, Phillips and Pueyo 

2014, 32). The government has supported the renewable energy sector by regulatory, policy 

and institutional changes. For example, a decision has been made not to renew licenses of IPPs 

in an effort to lock out expensive thermal power. As an example, wind power is priced at Sh8 

per kilowatt hours (kWh) whereas thermal power costs about Sh15 per kWh. In practice, 

consumers will, however, still have to wait for the cheaper bills because Kenya is stuck with 

expensive thermal PPAs, which will only expire gradually from 2023 onwards to 2031 

(Alushula 2019; Mwita 2019; Kazimierczuk 2019). Additionally, although renewable energy 

provides a relatively low-cost option, it is simultaneously, in contrast to fossil fuels, vulnerable 

to high interest rates due to high investment costs and low operational costs (Newell, Phillips 

and Pueyo 2014, 17). 

 

The push to increase the portion of renewables in Kenya is also highly influenced by regional 

and global programmes such as the SDGs, the African Union's Programme of Infrastructure 

Development in Africa (PIDA), Power Africa, the Africa-EU Energy Partnership and the 

African Clean Energy Corridor (AREI 2015 as cited in Kazimierczuk 2019, 434). The national 

Vision 2030 echoes the SDGs and outlines that Kenya is highly committed to ensuring energy 

access for all through clean forms of energy (Ministry of Energy 2018). In 2012 Kenya was 

selected to be a pilot country for the Sustainable Energy for All (SEforAll) initiative. Launched 

by former UN Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon in 2011, SEforAll works together with 

governments, private sector and civil society to drive actions aimed at achieving SDG7 

(Sustainable Energy for All 2019). Additionally, in line with the African Union’s Agenda 2063 

and like many other African countries, Kenya has launched a national low carbon strategy or 
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so-called green development plan. Aligned with international policies, the national policy 

documents, including the National Action Plan on Climate Change, Vision 2030, the revised 

Energy Policy and the new constitution from 2010, guide Kenyan policies linking climate 

change adaptation and mitigation with development targets and a sustainable energy future 

(Maupin 2017, 132, 135; Newell, Phillips and Pueyo 2014, 7).  

 

Furthermore, the politics of energy choices in Kenya is shaped by the international energy 

market, donors and international businesses. Finance is a prerequisite for realising projects and 

donors see low carbon energy as an attractive investment opportunity for international capital 

(Chaurey et al., 2012; Pinkse and Kolk, 2012; UNDP 2009 as cited in Kruckenberg 2015, 11). 

Newell, Phillips and Pueyo (2014, 33) conclude that there is a ‘high degree of ideological 

alignment among donors and between government and donors around the desirability and 

necessity of market-based approaches to tackling the countries’ energy challenges’. Globally, 

an overwhelming majority (96%) of disclosed investments into renewable energy come from 

foreign sourced (Climatescope 2018), which is also the case in Kenya.  

 

LTWP is a case in point. The consortium behind the project comprises of the developers KP&P 

Africa B.V and Aldwych International, who run it in cooperation with investors including the 

Danish Investment Fund for Developing Countries, Vestas Eastern Africa Limited, KLP 

Norfund Investments AS, Sandpiper and Finnish Fund for Industrial Cooperation Ltd 

(Finnfund) (LTWP 2018a). In general, Kenya has been one of the most successful countries in 

Africa in terms of attracting investments for renewable energy (Sambo 2015; Mandelli, 

Barbieri, Mattarolo and Colombo 2014; Arent, Arndt, Miller, Tarp and Zinaman 2017; Bugaje 

2006 as cited in Kazimierczuk 2019, 434). According to UNEP investments in renewables in 

Kenya hit 145 billion Shilling (around 1,1 billion euros) by 2018, being the third highest in 

Africa just after South Africa and Morocco (Wambu 2019). Geothermal, stands for around 50 

per cent of the investments. Wind power comes in second with 39 per cent, the majority being 

asset financing for LTWP. Solar power has also seen a boost. In 2017 Kenya got the largest 

solar deal in Sub-Saharan Africa with an 80-million-dollar (67 million euros) debt financing 

for M-KOPA, a pay-as-you-go solar firm (Climatescope 2018). Private developers have, all in 

all, become more prominent and, in some cases, essential for mobilising funding, driving 

national policy, grid adjustments and upgrades on the Kenyan energy market. Private 

producers’ possibility to negotiate terms directly with the government seems to have a huge 

impact on whether new projects are finalised or not. This trend, however, comes with serious 
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challenges and there are fears that the dominant role of foreign actors can compromise national 

accounting mechanisms (Kazimierczuk 2019, 442-443). 

 

Among renewable energy sources wind is one of the most attractive once in Kenya. The country 

has one of the highest potentials for wind generation in the whole of Africa. In addition to 

LTWP (310 MW), several other projects are under development including Kipeto (100 MW), 

Isiolo (100 MW), Meru (60 MW), Ngong (51 MW) and the Baharini Electra Wind Farm (90 

MW) in Lamu (Hansen, Gregersen, Lema, Samoita and Wandera 2018; Edwards, Dent and 

Wade 2017; Ministry of Energy 2016 as cited in Kazimierczuk 2019, 435). Although wind 

power has gained in popularity recently, it was only after 2005, with a substantial increase in 

oil prices, that non-subsidised wind projects became competitive in Kenya. Until 2017 the 

contribution of wind to the national energy mix was very low, just over one per cent, coming 

from the Ngong Hills project close to Nairobi, but according to current goals 9 per cent of the 

country’s’ total energy capacity should come from wind by 2030 (Climatescope 2018; Oludhe 

2013; KEREA 2017; O’Keef, Raskin and Bernow 1984; Tigabu et al. 2017 and Triple 2014 as 

cited in Kazimierczuk 2019, 440-441). 

 

Finally, although a clear push towards a more climate friendly energy mix is under way in 

Kenya, research has identified barriers for further development. These include access to land, 

both in site selection and transmission connection, as well as issues on community acceptance 

of land acquisitions and land use. Long administrative processes and problems with obtaining 

and finalising PPAs also halt the development of renewable energy projects. Small-scale 

projects are easier to carry out since they only require so-called mini-grid permits and Feed-In-

Tariff (FIT) schemes only applies for projects under 50 MW (Climatescope 2018; 

Kazimierczuk 2019). The FIT scheme, launched in 2008, has by UNEP been described as a 

‘Green Economy Success Story’, but it has also led to an oversupply of energy and reduced 

incentives to commission larger projects. Additionally, although well-designed national 

policies and incentives guiding the development of renewable energy are described as 

important, they are in no way sufficient. It seems fiscal incentives and public financing for 

investors are the most important elements for projects to be realised in Kenya (Newell, Phillips 

and Pueyo 2014, 19; Kazimierczuk 2019).  
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3.3. Renewable Energy and the Local Context  

Research that takes a radical approach to energy and development in Kenya paints a contrasting 

picture to the studies reviewed in section 3.1. and 3.2. Radical research criticises the 

conservative and liberal approaches’ fixation with the cost of generating electricity as well as 

a narrow focus on energy security and competitiveness of the Kenyan industry (Newell, Phillips 

and Pueyo 2014, 14, 17, 32). They note that Kenyan decision-makers have failed to tackle 

issues of justice in relation to energy (Abdullah 2016; Cormack 2018; Gargule 2019). Abdallah 

(2016, 157-161) argues that the fascination with renewables has meant that Kenya has 

prioritised infrastructure for electricity, rather than issues of accessibility or affordability for 

the poorer, rural communities. Research has shown that cheap electricity does not automatically 

translate to pro-poor energy development or energy services for all. A study on rural 

electrification programmes in the south of Kenya concludes that a clear distinction must be 

made between availability and accessibility. Although the national grid has been extended to 

the Mt. Kasigau area and on-grid electricity is available to almost half the population, the high 

price of services makes electricity inaccessible for poorer households. Additionally, the 

expansion of the national grid to rural areas has not disincentivised a continued use of charcoal 

for cooking (Myers and Medley 2019).  

 

Instead, the policies in place mainly serve those who already have access to energy from large-

scale technology sources, in practice higher income households in urban areas. Kenyan 

politicians and policy makers are guided by market-driven interests within a dominant 

neoliberal system of though (Newell 2016, 44). Furthermore, Abdallah (2016, 157-161) argues 

that the push to increase renewables in Kenya is deeply influenced by international 

development actors and finance institutions from the Global North, leading to a situation where 

economic impacts are prioritised higher than social issues. Therefore, the seeming consensus 

over low-carbon energy, development and national energy security promoted by the liberal 

camp, comes with a set of trade-offs. Many of these trade-offs mirror the broader debate about 

the concept of development, who defines it and whose interests it serves (Newell, Phillips and 

Pueyo 2014, 15). 

 

This becomes clear in previous research on the specific region of interest for this study, 

Northern Kenya. It has recently received attention because of both large renewable as well as 

fossil fuel projects. Research on the oil discoveries in the southern parts of Turkana, shows that 
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the influx of foreign companies and a sudden interest by the Kenyan government in the area, 

has risked creating increased conflicts both among different pastoralist groups in the area, but 

also between local residents and the Kenyan government as well as between residents and the 

companies in charge of operations. Interviews with locals indicate that lack of transparency, 

especially in the land privatisation process, has caused grievances and distrust towards the 

Kenyan government. Buying and leasing land is an alien concept for the pastoralist 

communities in the Turkana area. Therefore, a feeling of being left out of the decision-making 

and land sales process have made the development of oil exploration both a possibility for 

socioeconomic development, but simultaneously a potential cause for additional conflicts in 

the area (Johannes, Zulu and Kalipeni 2015). 

 

Recent studies on community perception towards the Lake Turkana Wind Power project show 

similar results (Cormack 2018; Gargule 2019; Renkens 2019; Schilling 2018; Voller 2016). 

The Turkana corridor on the east side of the Turkana Lake, where the wind park is located, has 

historically been neglected both during colonial times by the British and later by the Kenyan 

national governments. Little investment, security, education or healthcare has been provided 

for the pastoralist Samburu, Turkana, el Molo and Rendille groups in the area. Internationally 

and locally the groups are identified as indigenous, although the Kenyan government does not 

make this distinction (Cormack 2019; Renkens 2019). In line with results from the oil project 

in Turkana, ongoing research by the Institute of Development Studies (ICS) shows that 

progressive visions of green energy development and new investments in the historically 

neglected part of Kenya raises tensions and new inequalities that need to be considered and 

addressed (Seeing Conflict at the Margins 2019).  

 

With the arrival of the LTWP project and community land being leased to the private company, 

tensions have increased in the area. The greatest tensions are driven by competing claims to the 

rangeland in Sarima, based on ancestral presence, grazing patterns and seniority (Seeing 

Conflict at the Margins 2019). The project has radically transformed the ‘the value and 

significance of land’ in the area (Cormack 2018). Locals as well as international critics claim 

the consortium has obtained land without prior informed consent, failed the resettlement of 

communities and exploited local people who are left without opportunities to profit from the 

ongoing development. In 2015 a court case was brought to the High Court in Meru against the 

consortium by members of the Marsabit County Government (Cormack 2018; Gargule 2019; 

Schilling 2018). The case has been ongoing since then and the plaintiffs argue that the land 
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acquisition was not done according to the law at the time, the Trust Land Act, and therefore 

they want the acquisition to be nullified and the land to be returned to the communities 

(Wanyoro 2020; Renkens 2019). Other benefits such as employment and development 

initiatives through LTWP’s corporate social responsibility (CSR) programme Winds of Change 

(WoC) are also argued to increase tensions. Over the course of the projects 20-year operational 

life the WoC Foundation is expected to contribute around 10 million euros to development 

projects in the area. Whereas some locals are cited to be very happy with the CSR programmes, 

others feel they are not driven by community but rather company interests (Gargule 2019, 17-

18; Renkens 2019, 24). Nevertheless, communities in the vicinity of the LTWP express they 

are not against the wind power itself, rather they say they want to be part of the ‘development’ 

(Cormack 2018).  

 

Lastly, Gargule’s (2019, 2, 22-23) research on the LTWP project offers useful insight into how 

the dominant development discourse legitimises the grabbing of common land and how the 

project exemplifies the depoliticisation of development by presenting the dominant pastoralist 

lifestyle in the area as unviable. Dominant colonial and postcolonial discourse are used to 

legitimise large-scale investments such as LTWP as the ideal and simultaneously they exclude 

the local pastoral livelihood as viable investment options for economic development. It also 

shows how energy projects, and renewable energy projects, carried out with a liberal approach 

to energy transitions, prioritise natural resource appropriation for national development over 

local development priorities. Public-private partnerships, such as the LTWP project, are 

concluded to be problematic since they depoliticise representation of local communities and 

oversimplify power relations, interests and struggles that exist on different structural levels. In 

other words, from this radical approach, it is argued that there is a too narrow focus on technical 

solutions and ‘development visions’, which neglect local realities and the historical context of 

the area (Gargule 2019, 23-24). 

3.4. Conclusion 

This chapter has reviewed previous research on development and energy in Kenya. The chapter 

has argued that the existing body of research in Kenya can be divided into conservative, liberal 

and radical based on the approaches they take to addressing the energy question. The 

conservative and liberal approach argues that domestic and foreign investments in the energy 

sector will uphold the growth momentum and benefit all Kenyans over time (Alabi 2017; Eggoh 

et al. 2011; KIPPRA 2018). The liberal approach, however, recognises Kenya is among the 
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African countries hit hard by the effects of climate change and suggests that, since the country 

has one of the highest potentials for wind generation in the whole of Africa, it could leapfrog 

to renewable energy solutions. Nevertheless, critics question whether increasing energy 

generation will truly bring down the cost of electricity for consumers, as is argued, or whether 

it can tackle the questions of energy availability and access for those who are still lacking it 

(Climatescope 2018; The Economist 2019b, n.p.; Myers and Medley 2019). More radical 

research in the Turkana area on both oil and wind explorations, has additionally concluded that 

large energy projects, including foreign companies and a sudden increased interest by the 

Kenyan government in historically neglected areas, have the potential to increase local tensions 

and inequalities connected to land use, job opportunities and development programmes 

(Cormack 2018; Gargule 2019; Renkens 2019; Schilling 2018; Voller 2016).   

 

Previous research results provide valuable insight into the development of renewable energy in 

Kenyan. Nevertheless, these existing studies tend to separate the energy question from much 

wider questions of development and underdevelopment. More holistic research is needed. Even 

more fundamentally, no research has so-far focused on the political economy of the LTWP 

project specifically, nor has the prospect of the project for sustainability and equity been 

researched. Thus, the rest of this thesis aims to fill that gap. For this purpose, the next two 

chapters focus on understanding the ideas, institutions and processes behind the wind power 

project in Kenya and what really matters for ending the fossil fuel era in a ‘just’ way. Chapter 

four presents the results of critical discourse analysis, which are then discussed further in light 

of previous research and theories in chapter five. 

CHAPTER FOUR 

4. Dominant Discourses on the Lake Turkana Wind Power Project  

The two research questions in this thesis are, which are the dominant discourses on the LTWP 

project in Kenya? and what are the prospects of these discourses to drive just sustainability in 

Kenya? To answer these questions critical discourse analysis was used as a method for 

analysing eight semi-structured interviews and 12 news and feature articles, two policy 

documents and one company impact assessment. The results show that the Lake Turkana Wind 

Power project in Northern Kenya is dominated by economic, political and legal discourses. The 

discourses are not exclusive, but rather intertwined and reflective of the multitude of actors and 
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interests involved in the project. In addition, there are several sub-discourses. The most 

prominent ones concentrate on the size of the project, expectations towards it and the 

importance of knowledge of the local context. 

 

Four major findings in particular deserve highlighting. Section 4.1. presents the economic 

discourses in more detail. These results show, firstly, that environmental concerns are not the 

main drivers behind the necessity of the project. Instead, the second interesting finding, is that 

the increased use of wind power is most often argued for through the economic outcomes of 

the project; economic benefits for the well-being of locals in the vicinity of the project area as 

well as for Kenyans in general. In this case, well-being is defined as job creation and increased 

energy access leading to social development in the form of poverty reduction, inclusion and 

increased equity. 

 

Thirdly, especially among the interview responses, there is a surprisingly low level of support 

for a complete shift to renewable energy. The dominant political discourses reveal that 

increased use of renewable energy is considered good for sustainable development but in order 

for Kenya to achieve national economic growth, many argue that a complete shift away from 

fossil fuels is not possible nor even desirable. Section 4.2. presents the result for these political 

and legal discourses and also highlights the central role of the government in guiding the LTWP 

project and the energy transition more broadly. 

 

The fourth finding that requires our attention, and where the most striking difference in 

discourses can be found, is connected to knowledge and understanding of the value and use of 

land. The dominant discourses pay little attention to historical, social or political aspects of the 

historically neglected area where the project is located in Northern Kenya. In contrast, 

alternative discourses underline the importance of knowledge regarding cultural and historical 

patterns of land ownership and use. These discourses challenge the dominant green growth 

perception, which argues that renewables are a clean and free form of energy because they do 

not destroy the environment or dispossess people from their land. The alternative economic, 

legal and development discourses highlight how compensation for land use and questions of 

who determines the value of the land are central issues. 

 

The second research question, what are the prospects of these discourses to drive just 

sustainability in Kenya? is answered in section 4.3. The results suggest that LTWP has the 
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possibility to contribute to both increased sustainability and equality by adding cheap, emission 

free energy to the Kenyan national grid, by creating jobs that generate income and by increasing 

energy access and reducing emissions. The analysis, however, also shows that there is a wide 

gap between the expected and desired outcomes. The needs and wants of local communities 

are not always in line with what the Kenyan and international political and legal landscape 

allows for. The results are concluded in section 4.4. 

 

Throughout the chapter the results of the three-dimensional analysis, examining discourses as 

text, discursive practices and social practices, are presented in parallel. A central aspect of the 

political economy approach is to ask critical questions on power regarding who wins and who 

loses, how and why, as well as who lives with the side effects of the sites where energy is 

extracted, produced and generated, or who pays the social costs for decarbonising energy 

sources and economies (Newell and Mulvaney 2013, 2). Therefore, close attention has been 

paid to the interests, ideas and institutions identified in the discourses and the roles they play. 

A distinction between global, national and local level is also used to organise the results. This 

distinction was made by respondents and identified throughout the empirical material. 

Naturally, the levels are often overlapping and cannot be investigated in isolation, but the 

division helps clarify both power relations and outcomes of the project. 

4.1. Economy, Energy, and Development 

The most prominent discourse on the LTWP project is economic and ranges from a local to a 

global level. There is a heavy reliance on facts and figures, statistics and description of costs 

and profits. The discourses include a range of sub discourses, focusing on the global investment 

markets, national savings, employment opportunities and land compensation locally in the 

Turkana area.  

4.1.1. A Showcase on a Competitive Global Market 

LTWP is framed as a global showcase, and demonstration of capability for Kenya, as well as 

the whole of Africa and a step towards making ‘Africa world leader in renewables’ (A9). A 

marketisation discourse emphasises that LTWP has enhanced the competitiveness of Kenya on 

the global investment market and the project has been good advertisement. It is proof of a 

‘serious investment environment’ in Kenya where investors are not left to ‘hang out to dry’.  
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… Lake Turkana singularly, (…), has put Kenya on the map as a renewable energy 

sort of centre and country. And I think that means that financing for development 

of this nature in the future will be easier to come by than it was for Lake Turkana, 

right? (R4) 

 

The project has brought international visibility for the Turkana area as an attractive investment 

environment. The marketisation discourse also serves the interest of the investors. LTWP 

demonstrates that ‘people are making good money in this investment and there is nothing wrong 

about that’ (A9). It emphasises the value and visibility of LTWP for the involved finance 

institutions in their quest for new business opportunities in unexplored places: 

 

… everyone who is involved is as somebody with a capital S because we have 

managed to do this, to implement a project, which is seriously really huge. (R8) 

 

The incentives for institutions such as Finnfund to participate in the international project are 

also identified as guided by international development policies. The Finnish Foreign Ministry, 

in charge of steering Finnfund, emphasises green growth in its development goals, in line with 

EU’s development policies and the SDGs, and demonstrates that Finnfund’s involvement is not 

merely based on profit seeking but rather also highly political.  

 

Another prominent discourse supporting the marketisation discourse is one I call ‘the biggest’. 

It is centred around the project being the single largest investment in Kenyan history, the largest 

wind park in Africa and the biggest investment Finnfund has made. The intertextuality of this 

discourse is very high in the material. It is constructed as a success story where the impossible 

has been made possible. The project is described with words such as ‘pioneer’, ‘innovative’, 

‘massive’, ‘huge’, ‘significant’ and ‘flagship’, painting a picture of a spectacular 

accomplishment on a global scale. The achievement is not only economic but references to the 

physical area is often made. Words such as ‘remote’, ‘poor’, ‘marginalised’, ‘middle of 

nowhere’, ‘uninhabited’ or ‘wild North’ are used to describe the geography of the land where 

the project is situated, often in comparison to Nairobi, the rest of Kenya or the rest of the world. 

One article compares and describes the area as bigger than three of the biggest cities in Finland 

together. In addition, people or groups who have resisted the project during the construction 

are described as ‘hostile pastoralist communities’, ‘trigger happy bandits’ and ‘local tribes’. 

The discourse implies that the operations in Loiyangalani and Marsabit county have been 

difficult both mentally and physically. Everything from attracting finance, persuading 

politicians and locals, to the weather and logistics, transportation of material and construction 
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of the wind park, is described as a journey of working against the odds and finally, all parties 

succeeded with something unprecedented: 

 

It's a miracle that the project got to financial close. It's a miracle that it got 

constructed. It's a miracle that the transmission line came on whenever it did and it's 

a miracle that we were actually able to generate and operate and be such a large 

contributor of green clean cheap form of energy. (R1) 

 

…the fact that such a complex project was undertaken successfully in that remote 

part of the country also gives a lot of confidence to Kenyans and non-Kenyan 

investors alike. (R4) 

 

One article even applies a storytelling technique to describe the construction of the required 

infrastructure: 

  

The consortium would go on to complete the task, just hours to the deadline, against 

all odds, enduring a harsh rolling terrain, slithering with snakes and scorpions as 

well as the ever-present risk of flash floods. (A7) 

 

The size of the project and the amount of involved parties, six co-owners and over 10 lenders 

(including the African Development Bank and European Investment Bank), as well as the 

partnership with the Kenyan government is, however, also described as problematic:  

 

Sometimes I think the project is even too significant (for Kenya), in the sense that 

it is too big and inevitable it has become very political, it is constantly used for 

national political purpose… it has been used in so many ways to serve so many 

different people and interest. (R8) 

 

The private and international nature of the project is in the dominant discourses, nevertheless, 

identified as the reason for why it has overcome several setbacks, negative publicity and 

political power struggles. Private developers and investors have strong financial incentives to 

finish the project because of shareholder money, bank debts that need to be repaid and hopes 

of returns on investment. As a LTWP representative notes, government bureaucrats ‘still get 

their salary whether the project is delayed or never takes off’ (R4). The biggest setback of the 

project is connected to the capacity of the government to deliver on their promises. The 

transmission line, which through a high voltage substation connects the 365 wind turbines to 

the Kenyan national grid, was managed by the government and suffered severe delays. The 

Kenya Electricity Transmission Company Limited (Kentraco) was in charge of the 428 km 

transmission line between Loiyangalani and Suswa, but after the original Spanish contractor 

went insolvent, the ready wind park awaited connection to the national grid for 783 days before 
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the line was finished by Chinese contractors (R1; R4; A2; A7). Consortium representatives give 

personal accounts of how this delay caused sleepless nights and how building ‘the biggest wind 

park’ has been a ‘cumbersome’ process, but that the final connection to the grid was a ‘larger 

than life experience’ (R1, R8).  

4.1.2. Cheap Wind Brings National Savings 

One of the strongest and most dominant economic and expectations discourses focus on the 

national level and underline the centrality or necessity of increased energy in Kenya for the 

benefit of national economic growth and development, as well as the importance of choosing 

‘cheap’ electricity sources. LTWP is expected to save government money, increase energy 

production, enable economic growth and shift Kenya to becoming a manufacturing economy. 

A comparative discourse also emphasises the different incentives for African and European 

countries to invest in wind power. 

 

… in the West clean energy production is probably with the mind to exit fossil fuels 

and become clean energy dependent. In Africa it’s just revenue generation to get 

out of poverty and, you know, underdevelopment. (R2) 

 

The centrality and necessity of energy for economic growth and development is an argument 

that is reproduced throughout the material. The project is described as positive and beneficial 

for Kenya as a country with a high degree of certainty to the statements. The language used by 

respondents and articles confirms that the project ‘is’ good for the national economy and the 

sentences are formulated as commonly acknowledged truths. Production and consumption of 

more energy is throughout the empirical material coupled with social and economic 

development outcomes. One interviewee summarises: ‘…without electricity and energy no 

economy will develop, period’ (R7).  

 

For more energy to be produced and consumed it is expected to be economically sensible. The 

word ‘cheap’ is frequently coupled with wind energy, as opposed to the alternative, expensive 

fossil fuel. The intertextuality on the importance of cheap energy is high. The National Energy 

Policy (Ministry of Energy 2018, 37) concludes that ‘with the rising cost of oil, exploitation of 

wind energy has become more attractive. Substitution of thermal generation with wind power 

plants will cut down on the large amounts of foreign exchange required to import fossil fuels 

for the thermal power plants.’ LTWP is expected to replace around 140 to 150 million euros 

worth of fossil fuels and these figures are cited and reproduced throughout the material. In the 
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short term LTWP is also expected to replace small diesel generators and in the long-term 

perhaps disincentivise the planned coal plant in Lamu. Additionally, repeatedly expressed 

benefits of adding 310 MW of renewable power to the national grid are reliable power provision 

for up to 333 000 households, lower frequency in power cuts and cheaper electricity prices for 

consumers.  

 

There is, however, also an alternative economic discourse at the national level. It does not 

question the need for more energy, but rather the narrow and dominant focus on the need for 

national economic growth. The dominant discourse does not put much emphasis on the role of 

wind power in relation to the environment or climate change issues. The alternative discourse, 

however, questions whether growing the economy of Kenya is compatible with efforts to 

protect the environment and mitigate climate change: 

 

The government have all these promises to make but I think our economic growth 

goals are much more important than climate change issues and green energy. (R2) 

 

Top Kenyan officials, including the president himself, have made clear that 

infrastructure will be pushed into national parks and sensitive areas if it is 

considered to further the aims of Vision 2030. (A6) 

 

To sum up, the low degree of interdiscursivity on the national level suggests a stability in the 

order of the dominant discourses. This is further supported by the high level of intertextuality. 

There are striking similarities in the grammatical formulation of Vision 2030, the National 

Energy Policy and many of the interview responses as well as the newspaper articles, 

suggesting national economic goals are key drivers and incentives behind the implementation 

of the wind power project. 

4.1.3. Local Economic Expectations: Jobs, Development and Land Compensation 

The local level economic discourse has a much higher level of interdiscursivity, which can be 

interpreted as a higher degree of change or conflict in attitudes and views towards the 

relationship between wind power and development. The most prominent sub-discourse focuses 

on local communities as economic winners or losers in connection to the project. Big 

expectations are expressed towards job creation and other economic opportunities and forms 

of compensation. These expectations are not just specifically connected to the LTWP project 

but also more general built-in expectations towards wind power and expressed with a high 

degree of certainty: 
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For any country or any county you will always be welcoming the sort of investments 

that are going to have major impacts within the communities and especially 

something like green energy that we are talking about and climate change around 

this. (R5) 

 

…when you mention green energy people just go crazy and especially when it’s this 

magnitude 310 megawatts, you know, this massive investment of 700 million 

dollars people just lose their minds. (R2) 

 

The Kenyan National Energy Policy (Ministry of Energy 2018) underlines that renewable 

energy has the potential to enhance ‘energy security, mitigate climate change’ but also 

‘generate income’ and ‘create employment’. Arguments about income generation and 

employment are often found in the economic and expectations discourse on a local level, but 

seldom coupled as clearly with fossil fuels. For example, the impact assessment commissioned 

by the consortium represents the dominant economic discourse with heavy reliance on statistics 

and calculations of job creation and income generation arising from the construction of the 

access road to Loiyangalani. The road is expected to increase transportation of goods, for 

example fresh fish to other areas, and thus create income. Interestingly, however, although there 

are great expectations towards job creation and income generation in connection to the wind 

power project, the respondents, in contrast to much of the written documents, downplay the 

role of renewables compared to fossil energy projects and instead connect job creation to energy 

projects in general. 

 

I can’t see the difference between if you have a fossil fuel or green energy plant, 

you will anyways need engineers and the same type of personnel in both, so I 

don’t… we so often make this into a comparison or confrontation between fossils 

and green…. (R8) 

 

If you're replacing technology with another technology, then one business is going 

down, but another one is coming up. So, the net effect of jobs is either increasing or 

staying the same, but it's not going down. (R1) 

 

At the peak of the construction, Lake Turkana Wind Power plant employed around 2000 people 

later dropping to around 500 people. Approximately 190 work as security guards and up to 40 

as community liaison officers. In addition, the plant employs a civil works team for road and 

other infrastructure construction and engineers and managers on various levels. The majority, 

95 per cent of employees are local, five per cent come from the rest of Kenya and four 

employees are foreign nationals (R1; R4; R8). The empirical material does not reveal the exact 
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educational, ethnic or gender division of the employees and accounts of this vary. Consortium 

representatives emphasise the high level of employment as LTWP is the biggest employer in a 

region. One respondent notes that the plant has employed more people than necessary in order 

to provide jobs for locals as it is considered a vital part of the project’s responsibility towards 

the communities (R8). 

 

An alternative discourse, mainly found among respondents representing local groups, express 

concerns that not enough people are being employed or that employment at the plant has created 

a feeling of unfairness or conflict among communities. The empirical material indicates it is 

mostly local men who have benefitted from low-skilled jobs. Higher level jobs require higher 

education background. Due to the historical neglect of the area (Cormack 2019; Renkens 2019) 

not many locals have the required education and, therefore, higher positions are filled by people 

from outside the county. A disappointment discourse brings forth that once the main 

construction phase was over, employment ended for many local residents who have later found 

it hard to adopt back to life without income or have had difficulty finding other jobs. Historical 

and existing tensions between ethnic groups in Kenyan is also identified as a factor affecting 

sentiments connected to who gets jobs from the project. Interestingly, issues of gender are not 

present in the dominant nor the alternative discourses.  

 

The effects of job creation and employment require far more long-term research to be 

established. The empirical material for this thesis cannot answer this satisfactory, nor can the 

length or terms or employment, indirect employment opportunities or how income is used be 

established. What can, however, be said is that assessing who benefits from employment and 

income generation in a project such as LTWP is contested and expectations towards 

opportunities vary greatly among stakeholders. The end result is disappointment or satisfaction 

depending on how expectations are managed and communicated: 

 

The reality is, I have never ever found anyone who was against the project. I have 

found hundreds of people who turned against the project, why? Because everyone 

expected that they will get a job, that they will become richer, that they will get 

power, that they will get schools hospitals and everything else that goes with it and 

that life will forever change. (R1) 

 

The dominant economic discourse is tightly coupled with a development discourse focusing on 

the ripple effects of employment and income generation. Jobs and disposable income are 

actively coupled with new services and social development. Increased incomes are expected to 
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be used for education, increasing literacy rates, and health care, reducing maternal and infant 

mortality rates. Better security in the area is another expected outcome due to a decrease of 

animal or cattle rustling. The dominant development discourse concludes that LTWP can and 

will bring these types of socio-economic opportunities or simply ‘development’ to a previously 

cut off and historically neglected area. LTWP is characterised as ‘innovative’ and an actor who 

can ‘open up’ the development of a region that ‘has been outside the Kenyan economy’. The 

solution for the historical imbalance in opportunities between the North and the rest of Kenya 

is to bring Marsabit county and Loiyangalani into the national and global economic system by 

bringing in development in a ‘controlled fashion’. The consortium is depicted as having active 

agency, ‘catalysing’ or ‘accelerating’ the process:  

 

The only way is to take development there and to make sure that that kid who was 

born there has a school, health care facilities, exposure and even imagination and 

vision and how do you do that unfortunately is to have Lake Turkana and other types 

of businesses there… (R4) 

 

The comparative discourse is used to strengthen the arguments, comparing the Global North 

and Global South in statements such as: ‘what’s good for the goose is good for the gander’ or 

‘it’s been done everywhere else in the world’. 

 

An alternative development discourse, however, questions whose development is taking place 

and whether economic measurements are sufficient for defining development: ‘…investors will 

always want to make the best out of whatever investment that they have put in, but that 

happened within a context, and that context is the communities…’ (R5). Knowledge of the 

local context is a critical component of both the dominant and alternative development 

discourse. There are, nevertheless, differences in whether respondents express that the LTWP 

consortium has had enough knowledge about local customs, history, livelihoods, social issues, 

political and land ownership dynamics in Marsabit and Loiyangalani or not. LTWP 

representatives underline that the founding fathers of the project including Carlo van 

Wageningen and the Dutch KP&P, although foreign, have years of experience in Kenya, and 

that the current executive director is Kenyan. Respondents speaking on behalf of the 

communities, on the contrary, find this knowledge insufficient and comment: ‘it seems to me 

that … LTWP management was not quite sure who they needed to engage’ (R5) or ‘It is not 

enough to engage government and go and do a project, it will fail’ (R3). Knowledge is 

underlined especially due to the physical setting of the project; most respondents agree that 

setting up a project in Loiyangalani is not the same as setting it up in Nairobi. It seems historical 
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marginalisation of the region (Cormack 2019; Renkens 2019), the lack of education and little 

contact with the national government makes expectations and questions of development 

multiple compared to if the project was done in the capital or another urban setting in Kenya. 

 

The dominant and alternative development discourse and issue of knowledge becomes 

especially visible in discussions on LTWP’s corporate social responsibility programme (CSR) 

called Winds of Change (WoC) (LTWP 2017; LTWP 2018b). A separate foundation is in 

charge of the CSR programme and the company has committed to invest a portion of its 

revenues to different development projects in the vicinity of the wind farm area. All in all, 

around 10 million euros is to be used over a 20-year period divided into multiple five-year 

phases. During the pre-operational phase and construction a few short-term projects, such as 

building dormitories for existing schools, were carried out. Thereafter more medium- and long-

term projects have been identified, including provision of clean water, health care facilities, 

enhancement of security as well as for example education on money spending and saving (R1; 

R4; R8). The dominant discourse acknowledges that the CSR programmes are having an impact 

on peoples’ lives, that people are ‘happy’, they are ‘getting what they want’ and that the 

programmes are ‘impressive’ and the amount of money that is used is ‘huge’. Simultaneously, 

however, one consortium representative describes the amount of money used as ‘a drop in the 

ocean’, noting that development projects are not LTWP’s main purpose. Another interviewee 

summarises the internal conflict of the programme: 

 

 …this CSR programme is in general very challenging because you shouldn’t create 

expectations for people because you can’t necessarily fulfil them… we can’t do 

everything and the more you have the more you want… (R8) 

 

The alternative development and expectations discourses argue that LTWP should have ‘done 

more’ and the company was not ‘informed by the realities and the needs of the communities’, 

which is why the impact is ‘minimal’ (R3). This reveals the different approaches to what is 

considered as enough knowledge and highlights how the expectations towards the project’s 

development outcomes are simultaneously portrayed as both unmet and unrealistic. 

 

Lastly, the most striking difference in the economic and development discourse at the local 

level is connected to the compensation structure of 150 000 acres of land leased by the county 

government in trust for the communities to the consortium. The wind power project occupies 

40 000 acres, out of which LTWP’s facilities occupy 87.5 acres. Vision 2030 (Office of the 
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Prime Minister Ministry of State for Planning 2012, iv) and the National Energy Policy 

(Ministry of Energy 2018, 69) recognise land as a ‘critical resource for the socio-economic and 

political development’ as well as a ‘vital factor of production in the economy’. Representatives 

of Finnfund, the Foreign Ministry of Finland and LTWP, and most of the media material show 

a low level of interdiscursivity and do not mention land at all. One explanation can be that the 

court case between Marsabit county residents and LTWP was pending when the interviews 

were conducted, and respondents did not want to comment on the issue. Court documents, 

however, show that the defendants in the land case focus on the national importance of the 

project as well as the role of government who is, with taxpayers’ money, purchasing the power 

for the national grid (Republic of Kenya 2018). Contrastingly, respondents representing the 

county government and local communities mentioned land often, in fact it is the second or third 

most common concept found in their responses.  

 

Part of this discrepancy can be understood by looking at words used to describe the area. The 

dominant economic discourse describes the project area as ‘empty’, uninhabited’ or ‘unused’ 

suggesting that the area is terra nullius. Community representatives, however, emphasise long 

occupation and the value of the land in non-economic terms. Court documents (Republic of 

Kenya 2018) show that the people of the area identify themselves as nomadic pastoralists but 

that they are the legitimate occupants of the ancestral, cultural and grazing land, which they 

hold in trust for future generations. They also claim the land has been illegally set apart and 

given to LTWP (Republic of Kenya 2018). Interviewees representing communities underline 

that, although some areas of the land are not continuously used, they are neither abandoned, 

nor worthless. A county government representative notes that Marsabit has made substantial 

losses, being paid only around two Kenyan shillings per acre or 300 000 shillings per year (R5). 

The alternative economic discourse questions what knowledge the compensation of the land is 

based on: 

  

What they are paying is not based on any market valuation of that land… So, in that 

sense, then where is equity? (R2) 

 

… even the economic benefit of the land to the county of Marsabit, because it is trust 

land and Marsabit county council then was supposed to take care of the land on behalf of 

the community, is only getting close to one shilling an acre…but like…that’s the cheapest 

land in the world! (exclamation in original) (R6) 
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The alternative discourses once again stress the importance of knowledge, more specifically 

what kind of knowledge and whose knowledge is used for the valuation of the leased land? And 

who has the power to negotiate and decide what knowledge is used for the evaluation? These 

issues of power become even more visible in the next section where results on the dominant 

political and legal discourses highlight the role of political decisions, national governments and 

international standards in connection to LTWP. 

4.2. Political and Legal Discourses 

The political and legal discourses on Lake Turkana Wind Power are interlinked and therefore 

presented parallel. In addition to questions of benefit sharing and energy access for local 

communities in the project area, the role of the government, in connection to LTWP, and more 

generally in energy transitions is a reoccurring and central theme. 

4.2.1. Governments and Energy Transitions 

Considering energy transitions, the empirical material is dominated by a political discourse 

with a heavy focus on the role and responsibility of the government. The national government 

is pointed out as the single most important actor in setting an example and driving a transition 

away from fossil fuels towards renewable energy. Civil society, individual consumers and the 

private sector are mentioned but an analysis of the transitivity, or connection between process 

and subject, shows that the government is seen as the most active agent. National governments 

are expected to locally and internationally set an agenda and create policy mechanisms that 

incentivise increased use of renewables.  

 

…it starts with the government, always, because policy is what dictates what kind 

of opportunity exists. (R1) 

 

I believe some of these programmes and driving a vision of a country should be the 

sole responsibility of the national government… (R5) 

 

…the private sector operates within the boundaries and opportunities that politicians 

and the government create… (R8) 

 

Although the modality, or degree of certainty, in the statements vary, the discourse clearly 

presents government institutions as having not only the capacity to enhance the use of 

renewables but also as bearing the responsibility to do so. Concrete examples of how it should 

be done are investments into energy projects and investments into knowledge creation through, 

for example, support for and promotion of university education on renewables. Unfortunately, 
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neither the Kenyan Ministry of Energy and Petroleum, KenGen, Kentraco nor KPLC responded 

to interview requests despite several attempts, which makes it difficult to draw conclusions on 

their views of their respective roles in relation to the LTWP and energy transitions more 

broadly. One respondent, a former government employee in charge of Vision 2030, however, 

emphasised a more collaborative approach, noting that ‘the private sector and individuals must 

do their bit to transform the country, not wait for government to do things to build projects and 

just wait...’ (R4). 

4.2.2. The Kenyan Government and LTWP 

The LTWP consortium has been heavily reliant on the Kenyan government’s regulations and 

processes for land acquisitions, power purchase agreements and construction of infrastructure 

throughout the planning and construction of the plant. A disappointment discourse expresses 

how these rules and processes have at times been ‘dysfunctional’ or ‘not delivering’: 

 

The concept of the government does the basic things that it's required to do and then 

in many cases kind of leaves you to the forces. That to me is also a setback and is a 

disappointment because if you talk about replicating this project and the case studies 

in the post-mortem of this project, there will be many instances of how the 

government did things right and how the government did things wrong. (R1) 

 

The Kenyan government is not only criticised for the delays with the transmission line but also 

because LTWP is seen to be doing things the government should have done a long time, such 

as assisting with education, health care and basic services in Northern Kenya: 

 

…it's supposed to be government providing the infrastructure. So, they’re (LTWP) 

just filling this void which has been left by the government. (R2) 

 

The Kenyan government’s role in relation to the land acquisition process is also scrutinised. 

The legal discourse has a high level of intertextuality with direct and indirect references to 

international regulations, the old and the new Kenyan constitution, the Trust Land Act, the 

Energy Act as well as local government rules and regulations, like the Marsabit county 

government public participation law. The consensus is that the laws are clear: 

 

Kenya is not a jungle, where we have jungle…jungle norms of the alpha male and 

I come and kick out the weaker male and I get all the women, no! (exclamation in 

original) We are a nation of laws. We have a constitution that covers the entire 

country and all tribes and communities and below the Constitution we have got 

statutes and laws. And those laws must be followed by everybody whether you are 

in Nairobi or in Marsabit. (R4) 
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…the company actually followed every law that was required to acquire land, but 

they did not know the political dynamics of land ownership in these areas. (R2) 

 

Rather, the political discourse emphasises the role of national and local decision-makers in 

guiding and securing the process. Politicians and government officials are seen to bear the 

responsibility for the fact that almost 15 years after the initial application for a lease of 100 

acres of land by LTWP from Marsabit County, there are still competing views on who the land 

should belong to and who benefits from the use of it. In the court case the consortium has 

emphasised the role of the national government in implementing laws (Republic of Kenya 

2018). In interview responses, a distinction is also made between the public participation 

process of to the CSR programmes and the land acquisition process. Whereas the public 

participation process in the CSR programmes is framed as ‘straight forward’ the land 

acquisition process is described as unclear, raising questions regarding why the processes were 

so different. One offered explanation is that whereas the CSR is run independently by the 

consortium, the land acquisition was handled by the Marsabit County Council and national 

authorities making the process more cumbersome and vulnerable to issues of corruption or 

coercion. Some respondents say the land was ‘grabbed’ or ‘illegally’ acquired by the 

government through coercive methods, echoing the language used in the court case (Republic 

of Kenya 2018), but then add that it is how the national government has acted throughout 

history: ‘… this is a classic example of government breaking law, actually breaking its own 

law’ (R3). The disappointment discourse reveals a varying level of trust towards the 

government’s ability to handle large projects and manage the involved parties’ interests, 

leaving communities with a feeling of being side-lined: 

 

We have this story of the elephant, it was raining and maybe the herd had a small 

shelter, the elephant came around and told you know, maybe I can just put my head, 

and then all of a sudden the herd was kicked out, so I think that is the typical story… 

(R6) 

 

However, although the court case dealing with the land acquisition process has been pending 

for five years and delayed because of among other things judges disqualifying themselves and 

the case being moved to a bench of judges (Republic of Kenya 2018), the legal discourse 

expresses a high level of trust towards the court system’s ability to handle the case and thereby 

calm some of the existing grievances.  
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4.2.3. Benefit Sharing, Co-ownership and Electricity Access  

As with the economic discourses, the political and legal discourses on a local level present the 

highest level of interdiscursivity, indicating there are contesting views on how benefit sharing, 

ownership and electricity access in connection to wind power should be solved: 

 

I think in my opinion they should have allocated more resources to local 

development. And in more resources, I mean either part of the revenue or just 

provision of electricity. (R2) 

 

The debate on revenue sharing and electricity access are connected to the economic and 

development discourse, but they become highly political through the great discrepancy and 

contestation between local expectations and needs, the consortium’s responsibilities towards 

financers, lenders and the Kenyan government and finally, limitations in the Kenyan law.  

 

The dominant legal discourse supports binding revenue sharing requirements for fossil fuels 

but not for renewables. Representatives for LTWP, Finnfund and the Finnish Foreign Ministry 

underline that there is no need for legally binding revenue sharing schemes for renewable 

energy since the resource at hand is not depleted and the extraction of the resource does not 

harm the environment, thus contributing to intergenerational equity. Additionally, one 

interviewee notes that voluntary mechanisms make people more innovative and many 

renewable energy projects already have corporate social responsibility programmes in place 

(R8). The argumentation is in line with current Kenyan policy. A decade ago, Tullow Oil Plc’s 

discovery of 750 million barrels of crude oil in the Turkana region sparked a debate and put in 

motion the planning of a revenue sharing scheme for oil producers. A petroleum bill approved 

by parliament in 2018 stipulates that income from this crude oil production is to be divided 

between the national government (75 per cent), the county government (20 per cent) and 

communities (5 per cent) (Herbling 2018; Wasunna, Mavuti and Kirwa 2018, 8; Schilling 2018, 

571). Similar schemes are not in place or planned for renewable energy.  

 

An alternative discourse, however, highlights context and calls for a higher degree of 

community involvement in the project, arguing that same laws should apply for all energy 

sources. It also questions, whether the fact that the energy production does not cause emissions 

or is ‘clean’ and ‘green’ is reason enough to disregard revenue sharing. 
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Benefit sharing is a very critical factor when you are talking about natural resources, 

because those natural recourses that are available within those areas and therefore 

the communities matter… (R5) 

 

One suggestion is that the project could have been done in equal partnership between the 

communities, the government and the investors for all parties to have a role, knowledge of 

benefits and understanding of the projects vision and aims. Community ownership is suggested 

as a form of long-term benefit sharing and solution to satisfying different needs.  

  

…would the communities, after they have contributed their land, could that be their 

share? For example, then we could say that the project is sustainable because 

perpetually people will have the benefit so long as the project exists and that 

generates income for the nation... (R3) 

 

The Energy Act 2019 states that renewable and geothermal energy resources should be vested 

by the national government since they are unevenly distributed across the country and when 

managed by the national government better developed for the benefit of all Kenyans instead of 

just the region or county where they are allocated (Munyaka 2019). The alternative discourse 

on benefits and expectations of electricity access, nevertheless, draws attention to the fact that 

although over 310 MW of power is produced in Marsabit benefits are visible in the capital and 

that in Turkana and Loiyangalani ‘life is the same’ (R3).  

 

One of the questions actually the people are asking is can they have a line which 

supplies the local village there with electricity even at a cost and it's not part of the 

design. (R3) 

 

The role and explicit task of LTWP, as mandated by the Kenyan state, is to provide the national 

grid with additional, low-cost power. Although off-grid projects and a large expansion of the 

electricity grid is in the works to link rural Kenya to the national grid the monopoly of KPLC 

to operate most of the electricity transmission and distributor makes it difficult for a project 

such as LTWP to supply electricity locally, even if they produce excess energy. In cooperation 

with the Rural Electrification Authority, LTWP has developed and designed a substation that 

would take the power to the communities that could serve around 20 000 people for a cost of 

15 to 20 million dollars, but financially this would be unprofitable for the company. Instead, 

the consortium has so-far provided or assisted communities with off-grid solar solutions in 

connection to CSR projects (R1; LTWP 2017; LTWP 2018b). A LTWP representative 

expresses hopes that the project might spark societal debate and change the Kenyan energy 

market long-term: 
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…if we're able to go out and develop the rest of the country that is dark, and doesn't 

have access to electricity, that are using kerosene, that are using charcoal, using 

firewood, you start to have an impact indirect into people's thinking on a policy 

level so that eventually this renewable resource is not only available, but it is 

catalysing that change towards developing the system. (R1) 

 

These issues of benefit sharing, co-ownership and electricity access and how they are to be 

solved are central when considering LTWP’s prospects for increased equality and 

sustainability, which are discussed in the next sections. 

4.3. Implications for Sustainable Development and Equity 

The second research question, what are the prospects of these discourses to drive just 

sustainability in Kenya? needs to be considered from two angles. Firstly, the dominant 

discourses have implications for how sustainability and equality are accounted for and realised 

in connection to the wind power project. Secondly, a closer examination of explicit definitions 

and discourses on sustainability and equality within the empirical material point towards a mix 

of discourses in connection to these issues. This applies especially for the interview responses 

since respondents were specifically asked to define sustainable development and equality in 

connection to the project. The varying approaches to the two concepts suggesting an ongoing 

discursive as well as socio-cultural change in how these issues are considered in relation to 

wind power and show how different discourses manifest in policy documents, media material 

and discussions on renewable energy. 

4.3.1. LTWP and Sustainable Development 

The dominant economic discourses propose that sustainable development can be achieved in 

connection to LTWP in two ways. Firstly, by increasing the availability of cheap, renewable 

energy in the national grid it is assumed that the share of expensive fossil fuels will decline, 

and less greenhouse gases are emitted, making energy consumption more sustainable for the 

environment. According to the consortium the power plant has already offset more than 0,7 

million tonnes of carbon emissions since connection to the national grid (Nyawira 2021).  

Secondly, the wind power project is considered sustainable because it is economically 

profitable and creates jobs, directly and indirectly, locally and nationally, enabling possibilities 

for sustainable livelihood. The political discourse identifies the national government as a 

driving force for this change towards sustainability, setting the policy frames and financial 

incentives for private companies and consumers to act within. The dominant discourses present 

a strong decoupling of economic growth and environmental issues. Wind is a cheap resource, 
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to be exploited for the benefit of capital accumulation and more energy for more production 

and consumption are portrayed as compatible and even desirable for a sustainable future. The 

use of new technology for reliable and affordable energy are imperative for growth, and growth 

is in turn the basis for sustainable development. There is a high level of manifest intertextuality 

with the SDGs, especially in the written material, with references to Goal number 7 ‘Affordable 

and clean energy’, Goal number 8 ‘Decent work and economic growth’ and Goal number 13 

‘Climate action’. This intertextuality is not surprising considering that Kenya, as well as 

participating financiers such as Finland through Finnfund, are signatory to these international 

development goals.  

 

Interestingly, there is, however, a high level of interdiscursivity when benefits and 

disadvantages of fossils versus renewables are considered in connection to sustainable 

development. The media material included in the analysis represent a polarised discourse where 

fossils and renewables are positioned against each other and renewables are portrayed as the 

single best solution for sustainability. Developing country governments are ascribed a central 

role in learning from mistakes made by the developed world and swiftly investing in renewable 

energy to mitigate the effects of climate change and driving a sustainable development. The 

African Development Bank is, for example, cited with statements such as ‘coal is the past’ (A9) 

to emphasise this.  

 

In contrast, the interview responses contain a much higher level of uncertainty and represent a 

less polarised discourse. Respondents question whether it is desirable or even realistic for 

Kenya to abandon fossil fuels and simultaneously grow the economy. Renewables or wind 

power are described as complimentary to the use of fossils. The fascination with renewables 

and harmfulness of fossils is downplayed, interestingly often by representatives of the wind 

power plant, although they represent the more ‘sustainable’ alternative: 

 

I think it would be good if everyone would accept the fact that we are in a 

transitional phase, it can take a year or ten years or I don’t know how long, it might 

take fifty or a hundred, or whatever, but I think it would be good if everyone would 

calm down and accept this fact and then at the same time we can look for 

opportunities for the future. (R8) 

 

Finally, a prominent finding connected to sustainability is the strong emphasis on the wellbeing 

of local communities in connection to wind power.  
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I think for a long-term project of this nature, a positive engagement with local 

community and stakeholders is absolutely critical sustainability. (R4) 

 

According to this discourse, a key criterion for evaluating the project’s sustainability is whether 

local communities’ needs are met. Sustainability is not only linked to livelihood but also to 

other local development outcomes such as health, education, security and electricity access. It 

is also described as a change in the mindset of people in the project area, where they take 

ownership of developing the area in cooperation with the consortium and local and national 

governments. Benefit sharing and the right to information and participation in decision-making 

processes are also emphasised. Especially public participation is underlined because of the 

historically marginalised position of Northern Kenya. It seems that the context of the area, lack 

of formal schooling, little contact with the government and descriptions of residents as ‘weak’ 

make issue of sustainability both important and contested. Whereas LTWP emphasises that 

much effort has gone into education and awareness around the project area, local 

representatives consequently questions whether the project can be sustainable as long as 

grievances or a feeling of being ‘left out’ persist among those living in the area.  

 

...there are issues to be sorted out before we can raise the question of sustainable 

development, because I think there seems to be the some disconnect between the 

way the project has been conceived, designed and implemented and the livelihood 

of the people… (R3) 

 

Although the dominant discourses in the empirical material suggest LTWP can contribute 

greatly towards sustainable development, as the government has chosen to support a renewable 

energy source that could decrease the use of fossil fuels and help mitigate effects of climate 

change, the number of competing discourses indicate that sustainability in connection to wind 

power needs to be considered with other measurements as well. The frequent mentioning of 

local communities’ wellbeing in other than simple economic terms, reveals, in line with K. 

William Kapp’s (for a discussion see Berger 2008; Berger 2015, 230-) pioneering work, that 

there are social costs connected to the project, which markets do not capture. The alternative 

discourses underline the importance of participation in decision-making progresses, the right 

to information and respect for local cultural, historical and social context, for the project to be 

sustainable, but further note, these are poorly accounted for by the dominant discourses. Similar 

results have been presented in connection other large infrastructure project in Kenya as well 

(Malkamäki 2020). Malkamäki (2020, 55) concludes that the Chinese-financed construction of 

the port of Lamu has neglected local communities and left them without a voice in the planning 
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of the port. Similarly, the reasoning among representatives for local communities in the 

Turkana area suggests that there is a need for comprehensive ex-ante accounting of more than 

market prices. As Kapp (cited in Berger 2008, 250) has argued, including social costs, such as 

damage to the environment and humans, is necessary for environmental policy and 

development decisions to benefit entire societies.  

4.3.2. Increased Equality in Relation to Wind Power 

Equality in relation to LTWP can in the dominant discourses be discerned on three levels and 

tightly coupled with the economic discourses. Firstly, globally, the comparative discourse 

highlights differences between the Global South and the Global North and understands equality 

as sharing the cost for decarbonising the world. Although wind is described as comparatively 

cheap, one consortium representative notes there are global injustice issues with promoting and 

requiring countries of the Global South to implement large renewable energy projects instead 

of using for example coal or oil. The respondent asks: ‘is it possible that poverty in the last poor 

countries in the world is going to be eradicated by the most expensive means?’ (R4), and adds: 

 

…when those who eradicated poverty in earlier years did it by inexpensive means. 

They didn't care about the environment. So it has to be a shared responsibility (…) 

Because at the end of the day when you destroy the environment, you destroy it 

for everybody in the world...you can’t ask Kenya and Tanzania and Nigeria and 

South Africa to be the ones bearing the cost of saving everybody including in 

Finland and in America and in China. (R4) 

 

On the second level, nationally, the dominant economic, political and legal discourses connect 

increased equality to two specific aspects of the project: firstly, energy and electricity access 

and ripple effects such as increased income, education, health and security. Secondly, increased 

equality is argued for because the wind power project creates direct jobs and employment 

opportunities. Both aspects are connected to decreased poverty levels, a narrowing of the 

income gap and thus increased equality among Kenyans. This is in line with Vision 2030 

(Office of the Prime Minister Ministry of State for Planning 2012) and the National Energy 

Policy (Ministry of Energy 2018), both underlining access to clean and reliable energy as an 

enabler of human development including gender equality, health, education, poverty alleviation 

and income generation. In much of the written empirical material, equality is not explicitly 

mentioned but it manifests a strong intertextuality with the national policy documents. 

Interestingly, however, respondents do not couple increased equality as tightly with renewables 

but rather once again with energy in general. They do not distinguish as clearly between energy 
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access arising from fossil fuel and renewable energy, but rather conclude that: ‘…if we think 

about people getting electricity it really does not matter if it comes from fossil or green sources, 

because in my opinion electricity can always increase equality…’ (R8). 

 

Intriguingly, once again, the interview answers show a higher level of mixture in the discourses 

connected to equality compared to the written material. Although renewable and especially 

wind energy is in the dominant economic discourse frequently coupled with the words 

connectivity and access, suggesting the LTWP project has the capacity and possibility to 

increased energy access, there is a high level of uncertainty in these statements, often including 

the word ‘if’, as this citation exemplifies: 

 

‘If it contributes to so-called energy access in Kenya and if it contributes to the 

development of economic sectors in Kenya and growth and jobs, then yes. The 

absolutely greatest poverty reduction effect comes from creating jobs’ (R7). 

 

Therefore, thirdly, on a local level, many express that the project ‘could’ increase equality or 

has ‘prospects’ to do so, whereas others argue with a high degree of certainty that LTWP has 

done the opposite, increased inequality. This is argued for in two aspects. Firstly, the most 

common statement is that the project, by providing the centre, the capital, Nairobi, with more 

energy while leaving the periphery without, continues to uphold historical and political 

inequalities nationally. Secondly, the expectations discourse includes arguments that the project 

has created confusion and disappointment locally. For example, it is argued that the rent paid 

by the consortium to Marsabit county is ‘not based on any market valuation of that land’ and 

‘so, in that sense, then where is equity?’ (R2). Additionally, the availability of job opportunities 

and the CSR projects are argued to deepen existing local inequalities.  

4.4. Conclusion 

The critical discourse analysis of semi-structured interviews with key informants, news and 

feature articles, policy documents and an impact assessment, shows that the Lake Turkana 

Wind Power project in Northern Kenya is dominated by economic, political and legal 

discourses. They emphasise the economic benefit of the project on three levels. Firstly, for the 

local communities in the project area through direct and indirect jobs and income generation 

opportunities, secondly, for Kenya in the form of national savings due to the cheapness of wind 

and replacement of fossil fuels and, thirdly, as a profitable investment for the consortium and 

its international investors and lenders. Interestingly, environmental aspects are seldom 
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emphasised, instead the necessity and centrality of more energy is underlined regardless of the 

source. More energy is the key to economic growth which, in turn, translates to development 

and an increased well-being for all Kenyans. The results also show a gradual shift to more 

environmentally friendly energy sources is seen as desirable, but in no way necessary or in all 

cases even possible. Sustainable development and increased equity in relation to the LTWP 

project are in the dominant discourses defined as poverty alleviation through jobs and increased 

incomes and access to more and cheap energy.  

 

Alternative discourses, however, question the narrow focus on economic growth and whether 

the LTWP project is sustainable or equitable as long as some local communities feel that 

international, political and economic goals are more important than local needs. This is 

especially visible in connection to question around job creation, outcomes of CSR programmes, 

energy access and finally, views on compensation for the land where the wind park stands. 

There are widely different ideas on whether the compensation is fair and sufficient or who 

decides what knowledge is used to determine the amount of the compensation. The dominant 

discourses pay little attention to land and instead, in line with the concept of green growth 

consider wind clean, inclusive and equitable, as it does not destroy the environment nor 

dispossess people. Yet, the alternative discourses, and the pending court case against the 

consortium, show issues around knowledge as well as cultural and historical land use customs 

needs to be accounted for in a large-scale wind power project such as LTWP.  

 

The results have shown how interlinked and complex issues of economy, politics, national laws, 

international development goals as well as history, customs and social norms are in relation to 

the LTWP project. The political economy approach has helped highlight, on the one hand, how 

big the expectations toward the project are and, on the other hand, that legal, political or 

economic realities make it impossible for all the expectations to be met, causing inevitable 

tension and grievances among stakeholders. The results also make it clearly visible how 

differently issues on sustainability and equity are understood in relation to the project. In the 

next and final chapter, the results are discussed in connection to previous research and theory 

and the implications of the results discussed in light of more radical research providing us with 

valuable lessons for the future.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

5. Discussion, Implications and Lessons for the Future 

The wide variety of expectations towards the outcomes of Lake Turkana Wind Power project 

in Kenya show us why the dominant liberal focus on wind power as inherently and 

homogeneously ‘green’ and beneficial for ‘all’ is misleading. Instead, when the results of the 

critical discourse analysis are evaluated against ideas of Jevons’ (1866) we see that the interests 

and ideas guiding LTWP are highly political and economic in nature and that the adoption of 

new, green technologies does not automatically consider or include issues of sustainability and 

justice differently compared to fossil fuel explorations. We have also learnt that the dominant 

discourses carry promises of local, national and international benefits, but that whether these 

goals become reality and who truly reaps the benefits is more complex than the dominant ideas 

suggest.  

 

The first section, 5.1., considers the results in relation to previous research and theory and 

demonstrates how the dominant discourses on LTWP are guided by conservative and liberal 

ideas on energy and growth. Additionally, the alternative economic and development 

discourses align with recent more radical studies conducted in the Turkana area (Cormack 

2018; Gargule 2019; Renkens 2019; Schilling 2018; Voller 2016). However, this chapter is 

original because it nuances existing research by adding the consortium’s viewpoint and 

investigating LTWP from a political economy perspective. Furthermore, by investigating the 

results in light of the three different approaches, we can see that trying to analyse wind power 

through only one lens misses relevant questions of power relations, promotes a too narrow view 

of renewables as an alternative to fossils and does not sufficiently consider the land where the 

wind turbines stand. These are, however, central issues to consider if we are interested in a truly 

just transition. Therefore, section 5.2. critically examines the shortcomings of the dominant 

discourses and argues for why the concrete suggestions found in the results, in light of more 

radical theories including the concepts of just sustainabilities (Agyeman 2008) and just land 

(Obeng-Odoom 2021) can help frame wind power in Africa in a new way. The third and final 

section, 5.3., concludes not only this chapter, but also the entire thesis. 
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5.1. Conservative and Liberal Ideas Dominate the LTWP Project 

The dominant discourses’ heavy focus on the necessity of more energy, cheap energy and 

access to energy in order for Kenya to develop is in line with the conservative and liberal 

approach to energy and development. The dominant discourses follow the logic of research that 

factors in energy as a central input for growth and suggests increased use of energy will support 

economic growth, whereas energy reducing policies would have negative impacts on 

development in Africa (Motengwe and Alagidede 2018; Stern 2011; Alabi 2017; Eggoh et al. 

2011; Omri 2014; Ladislaw and Benoit 2017, 24). Guided by ideas of modernisation, through 

the LTWP project, Kenya is striving towards ‘the next stage’ in developing a modern and 

industrialised society, with the ‘hegemony of growth’ (Schmelzer 2016 as cited in Obeng-

Odoom 2019, 110-111) as the central standard of measurement. Investigated in the light of 

Jevons’ arguments from the mid 1800s on the use of coal, the results of this thesis support the 

paradox idea that in Kenya new, more effective, although in this case ‘green’ technology, is not 

explored with aims of decreasing the use of resources for energy production and consumption. 

Rather, the implementation of new technologies aims at lowering the relative cost of the fuel, 

increasing real incomes and supporting the Kenyan economy to grow, and in the end is expected 

to circle back to an increased demand and consumption of resources.  

 

Sustainability and equity in connection to the project are heavily coupled with expectations 

towards enhancing the well-being of people. In line with the SDGs, EU’s development policy 

and Kenya’s Vision 2030 the expectations include key green growth goals such as a low-carbon 

economy, green jobs, poverty eradication, social inclusion (Brand 2012, 28-29; Jacobs 2012, 

1-5) as well as increased availability and access to energy and electricity. The project mirrors 

the growthist basis of the SDGs (Hickel 2019), as a respondent summarises: ‘if the project is 

profitable, it is sustainable’. The dominance of green growth ideas shows how interlinked ideas, 

institutions and interest are. Kenya, Finland as a financier through Finnfund, and many of the 

involved finance institutions are subject to international agreements and policies promoting the 

liberal stance of green growth in their quest for national savings and profitable investments. 

The results also support previous research on the increased role of private development finance 

and how donors see low carbon energy as an attractive investment opportunity for international 

capital (Chaurey et al., 2012; Pinkse and Kolk, 2012; UNDP 2009 as cited in Kruckenberg 

2015, 11).  
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Critics of this liberal line of thinking have, however, argued that the ideas of green growth are 

the biggest obstacles for finding a solution to the climate change challenge (Stilwell 2011, 118-

119, 123-124). In light of this, the lack of a debate around climate change or the environment 

in connection to LTWP, is perhaps not so surprising. In line with the liberal approach (see for 

example Burton 2015; Zimmerman 2012), the results represent a strong decoupling of 

economic growth and the environment. Decoupling is portrayed as simultaneously achievable 

for Kenya to continue on a path of increased resource use and economic growth while 

supporting climate change mitigation by adding emission free energy to the national energy 

mix.  

 

Interestingly, however, considering the project has the possibilities to mitigate climate change 

effects by reducing emissions in Kenya, there is at the same time little support for a radical shift 

towards the complete abandonment of fossil fuel among the respondents. The results contradict 

a sharp division of ‘dirty’ or ‘clean’ energy, as promoters of increased use of renewables often 

do. Instead, they promote a more moderate and gradual shift from fossil fuels to renewable 

energy over time. Sokona (2012, 6) notes that fossil fuels cannot be avoided completely in the 

African context if the imperative is to improve energy access and alleviate poverty. Both fossil 

and renewable energy, depending on their availability and costs, will be needed for a 

transformation towards long term sustainable energy systems. Additionally, in line with 

research that renounces the sharp division of renewables or fossils (Obeng-Odoom 2017; 

Obeng-Odoom 2021, 147) the results point towards the need to pay careful attention to the 

specific realities of African countries. It is unethical and iniquitous to require the poorest 

countries, historically not the biggest greenhouse gas emitter, to adopt new energy technologies 

at any cost and immediately. 

 

The findings clearly indicate that the conservative and liberal approaches suffer from inherent 

weaknesses in execution. In practice, for example, the expectations on lower energy prices 

arising from cheaper, greener wind in the national grid has not yet become reality. As long as 

Kenya is stuck with expensive thermal power purchase agreements that will only expire 

gradually from 2023 onwards, consumers will have to wait for the cheaper bills, and also for 

CO2 emissions to fall as the potential energy production mix could enable (Alushula 2019; 

Mwita 2019; Kazimierczuk 2019). Additionally, in September 2020, citing a slump in demand 

resulting from months of economic lockdown due to the COVID-19 pandemic, Kenya Power 

began rationing the amount of electricity it took from producers. This power rationing meant 
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that LTWP was allocated a maximum production quota of 210 MW, against an installed 

capacity of 310 MW, and electricity consumers in Kenya are paying higher prices as the 

proportion of geothermal and hydro have been favoured, instead benefitting the sole producer 

of these energy forms, KenGen (Muchira 2020) and also leading to higher than potential CO2 

emissions. 

 

Furthermore, the dominant ‘capital-centred development’, where economic growth is assumed 

necessary for human development, where capitalist property rights are the basis of growth and 

nature is commodified (Selwyn 2017 as cited in Stilwell 2019, 220), is making it difficult for 

the project to live up to all the built-in expectations. The alternative discourses bring forth these 

shortcomings and contest the dominant idea that LTWP is sustainable, free of destruction or 

dispossession of land, or that it can provide the desired and needed development locally and 

thus increase equity. They argue, in line with Kapp’s (see Berger 2008, 25) work on social 

costs, that environmental, human health and economic goals must be constantly considered in 

parallel, instead of as a trade-off. Similar results around grievances have been noted in previous 

studies in the project area (Cormack 2018; Seeing Conflict at the Margins 2019; Renkens 2019; 

Voller 2016; Gargule 2019) and therefore also support the results of this thesis. However, 

whereas previous studies have focused mainly on the local perspective towards the project and 

its effects, this study has added nuance to these results by analysing semi-structured interviews 

with consortium representatives and financers. Adding this level of complexity has shed light 

on why and how the expectations towards the project have become contested and how political 

and economic relations play a crucial part for project outcomes. The fact that ideas from all 

three approaches conservative, liberal and radical can be found in the material shows that, for 

example, contradicting views on land value, also noted in previous research, are rather than 

surprising, to be expected. 

 

An added strength of the approach in this thesis is that by including the question of fossil fuels 

and by comparing the results of LTWP with, for example, Johannes, Zulu and Kalipeni’s (2015) 

study on oil discoveries in the southern parts of Turkana, this study, adds to existing literature 

that concludes that similar types of contradictions characterise the renewable energy industry 

as the fossil fuel industry (Elhardary and Obeng-Odoom 2012; Obeng-Odoom 2013; 2016; 

Akiwumi 2017; Chiweshe 2017; Kuusaana, 2017 as cited in Obeng-Odoom 2017, 116). The 

oil discoveries in Turkana have, similarly to LTWP, led to an influx of foreign companies and 

a sudden interest by the Kenyan government in the area. This sudden change has required local 
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residents to react, act and re-evaluate their position towards issues of development, 

sustainability and equity. For example, since buying and leasing land is an alien concept for the 

pastoralist communities in the Turkana area the land privatisation processes, both in the oil and 

wind project, have caused grievances and distrust towards the Kenyan government and a feeling 

of being left out of the decision-making and land sales process (Johannes, Zulu and Kalipeni 

2015). The similarities in results on unmet promises of compensation for land and employment 

opportunities in the oil explorations (Schilling 2018) and the results in this thesis show that 

unless we question the overarching core principles of capitalism that guide the projects, issues 

of sustainability and equity are not by default accounted for differently in connection to LTWP 

just because it is ‘green’ instead of ‘dirty’. Although LTWP can contribute towards a low-

carbon society, it will not automatically make questions of justice and democracy take a centre 

stage in energy policy. Instead, the wind power project, in its quest for new sites of capital 

accumulation, has risked a continued production of historical and existing injustices (Newell 

and Mulvaney 2013; Zehner, 2012 as cited in Healy 2017, 455).  

5.2. Alternative Ways of Understanding Wind Power  

So, what do the findings suggest for abating these inequalities in a sustainable way? The results 

show that alternative compensation and ownership structures connected to land use, formulated 

and enforced by the national government, can assist in shaping a more inclusive, equal and 

sustainable path for wind power. The shortcomings of the dominant discourses must, however, 

first be addressed critically in order to understand why alternative arrangement, such as 

resource commoning, or the bottom-up management of resources (Obeng-Odoom 2021, 494) 

deserves careful consideration in connection to wind power.  

 

Firstly, the high discrepancy in how land is accounted for in the different discourses clearly 

indicates, contrary to what the dominant discourses argue, that land matters in connection to 

wind power. The alternative discourses indicate that understanding land through the ‘just land’ 

concept (Obeng-Odoom 2021, 204-205) could open up new possibilities for understanding 

wind in connection to land. Local community representatives note that land is more than a 

‘marketable commodity’, or an item to be traded, or ‘priced and allocated according to its 

marginal productivity’, a concept discussed by Elahi and Stilwell (2013, 33-35). Instead, the 

discourses represent an African, or more holistic view on land and development. Land is what 

heals, holds, feeds and protects (Obeng-Odoom 2021, 10-11) and its meaning is, therefore, in 

stark contrast to the conservative and liberal approach, sacred. As the Kenyan Nobel Laureate 
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Wangari Maathai (2004) has demonstrated through her work, there is an inseparable link 

between land, nature and the economy. In her work with women across Africa, she noticed how 

the influx of new values and the disregard for local, historical and cultural practices of 

conservation of biodiversity led to mismanagement and degradation of the environment, and 

through this to scarce resources and loss of livelihood, undermining the quality of life for future 

generations (Maathai 2004). Therefore, Maathai (2004) has argued that without recognising 

that communities are the primary custodians and beneficiaries of the land that sustains them, 

and that they have the capacity, right and potential to solve problems connected to it, there can 

be no sustainable and equitable development nor long-lasting peace.  

 

Furthermore, the alternative discourses make a distinction between possession and ownership 

of land, a line, which Obeng-Odoom (2021, 10-11) argues, in today’s world often seems 

blurred. The alternative discourses show that land should be acknowledged as having social, 

historical and cultural value (Polanyi 1944/2001, 74-75, 187). Customary systems of land 

tenure, which appreciate these aspects, are practiced in many parts of the Global South (Elahi 

and Stilwell 2013, 36), including Marsabit county in Northern Kenya, where LTWP operates. 

The lease of land to LTWP involved the transfer of rights to the trust land (Republic of Kenya 

2018; Seeing Conflict at the Margins 2019) creating a situation where distinctly different 

approaches to land among stakeholders collide. 

 

The concept of green grabbing (see for example Fairhead, Leach, and Scoones, 2012; Corson, 

2011, 2012; Corson and MacDonald, 2012; Peluso and Lund, 2011; Sikor and Lund, 2009 as 

cited in Weeber 2016, 116-117, 118) can help us to understand how the dominant discourses 

present the acquisition of land for the wind park as an inevitability and a win for all parties; 

good for business, good for the environment and good for the development of the local people. 

The privatisation of rights to the land is in the conservative and liberal approaches considered 

as more consistent with the modern idea of human development, but as Elahi and Stilwell 

(2013, 36) argue, the conventional analysis of communal land tenure is conceptually biased, 

and therefore, private land management or ownership does not automatically generate ‘better’, 

that is more cost-efficient or productive, outcomes.  

 

Furthermore, many of the local grievances are ultimately connected to the fact that communal 

land is being used for the benefit of the capital and or entire nation while indigenous 

communities living close to the wind park express a feeling of being left out from this 
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development. Additionally, as the wind resource is seen as free it leads to a situation where the 

company in charge is extracting rents from privatised land (Obeng-Odoom 2021, 148). When 

nature is commodified in this way there is a danger that the state supports the interests of middle 

or upper classes and involved developers and corporations (Weeber 2016, 125), which seems 

to be the priority in Kenya as well. In order to avoid this, and as the results suggest, governments 

have a central role in making sure that a process of accumulation by dispossession is avoided 

and already marginalised people do not become even more marginalised in land acquisition 

processes (Bannerjee-Guha 2010; Doshi 2013; Harvey 2008 as cited in Nygren and Wayessa 

2018, 150-151).  

 

Decolonising the dominant discourses’ separation of development and nature (Obeng-Odoom 

2021, 148-149) is important if we aim to contribute towards a just transition and a ‘different 

type of society, not simply a low-carbon version of the current one’ (Healy 2017, 453). This 

also means paying close attention to the power and ideological alignment ‘between government 

and donors around the desirability and necessity of market-based approaches’ to tackling 

Kenya’s energy challenges (Newell, Phillips and Pueyo 2014, 33). This alignment is, as noted 

previously, highly visible in the dominant discourses on LTWP. As Langan (2017a, 62), 

however, argues, we need to fully acknowledge and interrogate the ‘underlying commercial 

and political objectives of foreign donors’. In line with previous research (Marquardt, 

Steinbacher and Schreurs 2015; Kruckenberg 2015), the results indicate that financing and 

technical assistance or expertise from donor countries can help facilitate energy transitions in 

the Global South. The dominant discourses highlight that the investments provided by Finnfund 

and such like, as well as the private and international nature of the project, are pivotal for its 

success. Without the risks these international institutions are willing to take and their strong 

financial incentives to finish the project, it is argued, LTWP might never have happened. 

Whereas Finnfund distinguishes its participation in LTWP purely as an investment, the Finnish 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs clearly defines the Finnish commitment as development aid in the 

name of green growth and global development goals, such as SDGs number 7, 8 and 13 (R8; 

R9; UM 2019). Aid, thus, becomes a ‘win-win’ situation where the donor states might accrue 

benefits from the cooperation (Langan 2017a, 61-62). The risks with this are nevertheless, as 

Langan (2017a, 84) points out, the tendency to support corporate interests more than genuine 

pro-poor objectives. Koponen (2020, 9) also notes that the nexus between development and 

exploitation was clear during colonial times; if ‘the indigenous people had left the resources of 

their countries undeveloped, their development was not only a right but also a duty of the 
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colonialists’. The post-war development discourse has, however, pulled a veil over this nexus 

to hide inherent contradictions: ‘development is seen as a common good that benefits all, and 

the achievement of which everyone must promote. Doing development is doing good. But 

which good, and good for whom?’ (Koponen 2020, 16). 

5.2.1 Lessons Learnt from the LTWP Project for the Future 

Similar questions are posed in the alternative discourses. They do, however, also point towards 

concrete alternative ways of making development connected to wind power more inclusive. 

Firstly, although the dominant discourses carry a promise of increased access and availability 

of energy in Kenya, the monopoly of the Kenyan government in distributing the energy is 

halting this process in the Turkana area. As previously noted, Kenyan decision-makers’ push 

to increase the production of energy is ignoring issues of justice and pro-poor energy access 

(Abdullah 2016; Cormack 2018; Gargule 2019; Newell, Phillips and Pueyo 2014). Despite now 

being the host of the largest green energy producer in East and Central Africa, Marsabit County 

still depends on off-grid electricity systems and has begun installing solar energy in small 

trading centres to help in youth and women empowerment (Walter 2020). Furthermore, LTWP 

has assisted communities with solar panels in schools and dispensaries and employees have 

used their salaries for installing solar home systems (Finnfund 2020). These results, however, 

support research on rural electrification in Kenya which shows that increased energy 

availability does not automatically translate to accessibility (Myers and Medley’s 2019). 

Therefore, instead of continuing to supply electricity to those who already have access to energy 

from large-scale technology sources, in practice higher income households in urban areas 

(Newell 2016b, 44), the Kenyan government could direct more effort towards the electrification 

of rural Kenya and consider policies that enable renewable energy developers to include access 

and availability for local communities as a form of compensation for land use. Although the 

issue of energy access has become central in the sustainable development discourse, more can 

be done to frame existing programmes more broadly in the entire energy system and transition 

of the country (Sokona 2012). 

 

Secondly, the issues of lack of knowledge and exclusion are highlighted in the alternative 

discourses as key factors for why expectations and outcomes around the project have created 

tensions. It is emphasised that due to the size of the LTWP project and the historically neglectful 

treatment of the Turkana area by colonial powers and the national government, the project could 

be better designed to provide enough knowledge about local customs, history, livelihoods, 
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social issues, political and land ownership dynamics in Marsabit and Loiyangalani to better 

account for the social costs connected to the project. As Kapp (Berger 2008, 251) has argued, 

the introduction of new technologies should be seen as a dependent variable and always defined 

in terms of the societal goals or the satisfaction of individual and societal needs. The means to 

do this, is according to Kapp, through schemes for participatory democratic organisations that 

can institutionalise the process. This structural redesign would align with Agyeman’s (2008) 

concept of just sustainabilities, highlighting the necessity of recognising current inequalities, 

and not only aiming for future, intergenerational equality. The results indicate that before 

entering into the projects, the different stakeholders, in this case the national and local 

governments, the LTWP operator, its global investors, and local communities, could have 

benefitted from an even more structured and inclusive process and dialogue to identify the goals 

of the project in order to be able to systematically track them and align with them.  

 

As an example, the lack of materialised energy access may have been a result of misaligned 

goals between the stakeholders since, as mentioned, the power plant operator had developed 

plans for a local substation, but this has not materialised, and instead the local communities 

have started investing in small-scale solar. Uneven power relations and negotiating powers 

between involved parties also become visible in the alternative discourse focusing on the rent 

the consortium is paying Marsabit county for the leased land. The land is described as ‘the 

cheapest land in the world!’ (R6) and the low rent argued to continue to uphold and intensify 

existing inequalities. How this rent was negotiated or how it is used by the county on behalf of 

the communities is beyond the scope of this thesis, but what becomes clear is that understanding 

of the local context, including local views of land, are important in wind extraction processes.  

 

Therefore, thirdly, the Government of Kenya could consider legal or monetary incentives for 

companies to engage in different types of ownership and benefit sharing structure that could 

increase equality and account for land use more broadly. In addition to above mentioned 

suggestions about access to the wind power as a form of compensation, this includes several 

considerations. LTWP’s CSR programme Winds of Change is contributing towards 

development in Marsabit by drilling boreholes, supporting health facilities and schools, and 

adding policemen to the area (Finnfund 2020; LTWP 2018b). The benefit sharing is, however, 

optional for the company and the affected areas and communities are decided by the company. 

The alternative discourses raise the question why similar binding revenue sharing schemes are 

not in place for renewables in Kenya as for fossil fuels.  
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In the same way that the petroleum bill from 2018 stipulates that five per cent of the income 

belongs to the communities (Herbling 2018; Wasunna, Mavuti and Kirwa 2018, 8), schemes 

for renewable energy might need to be investigated further. In Australia, for example, different 

types of community benefit sharing strategies, both cash and non-cash-based, have been 

identified and tested for renewable energy projects. Based on these experiences Hicks and Lane 

(2019, 52) highlight ‘the role for policy in encouraging and, in some instances, requiring benefit 

sharing’. Especially models of community co-ownership and co-investment have proven to 

deliver significant benefits for developers, projects, financiers, policymakers and communities. 

The alternative discourses similarly suggest that an equal partnership between communities, 

the government and investors would clarify the role of the stakeholders, increase knowledge of 

benefits and an understanding of the projects vision and aims. Although wind is not considered 

to damage the environment as the generation of wind energy does not cause emissions, it is still 

a resource and those natural resources ‘are available within those areas and therefore the 

communities matter’ (R5). Implementing these types of more democratic ownership strategies 

that protect and learn from indigenous people could help reform land policies and help break 

the stranglehold on development (Selwyn 2017 and Anderson 2015 as cited in Stilwell 2019, 

220) and ultimately achieve energy sovereignty, as argued for by Avila-Calero (2017). 

Cooperatives and community wind farms that can serve as a ‘third pathway inspired by the 

commons’ and supports processes of direct democracy reject the binary options of the state and 

the market (Avila-Calero 2017, 16-17) and account for sustainability and equality more 

broadly. Therefore, the results support investigating possibilities for commoning wind and land 

in order to find new paths for African countries to reach energy sovereignty (Obeng-Odoom 

2021, 160-161). 

 

Finally, before concluding this study, two limitations in the body of evidence on which I have 

drawn need to be addressed. Firstly, a visit to the project site was not possible during the field 

trip to Kenya due to heavy rains and flooding in almost the entire country including Marsabit 

county (OCHA 2019; Floodlist 2019). Therefore, it must be noted that the local view in this 

thesis is based on experiences gathered from local representatives during semi-structured 

interviews in Nairobi rather than in connection to a physical visit in the wind park area. The 

alternative discourses present in the empirical material are, however, supported by and 

validated by previous research, where extensive interviews have been done with several local 

communities and therefore the results can be considered reliable. Additionally, including more 
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interviews with locals would not have served the purpose of this study nor yielded a very 

different result, as the purpose has been to examine the project from multiple viewpoints. A too 

narrow focus on local experience might have missed other important key findings.  

 

A second possible limitation must also be raised. During the analysis it became clear how 

central the Kenyan government’s role has been for the entire project, especially in the land 

acquisition. Considering this level of involvement, it would have been useful to include state 

officials and politicians among the interviewees. Despite several attempts I was, however, not 

able to get hold of anyone willing to participate. With COVID-19 restrictions in place it would 

have been impossible to travel back to Kenya to conduct additional research. Nevertheless, the 

articles from Kenyan as well as the Kenyan policy documents included in the critical discourse 

analysis brings forth the view of the state, especially because investigations (Reporters Without 

Borders 2018; Reporters Without Borders 2019) shows that the media outlets I have used fairly 

represent the state policies. Therefore, it can be argued that I have represented the state fairly.  

6. Conclusions 

In an age where emissions from fossil fuels have affected the environment permanently and 

climate change has become a political topic, more and more focus has been directed towards 

the possibilities of renewable energy. Wind power has become an increasingly prominent 

alternative. As an energy source with one of the cheapest unit costs to generate it has caught 

the interest of both governments and investors. Increasing amounts of development finance is 

channelled for building wind power plants in the Global South in the name of green growth and 

in accordance with international development goals such as the UN’s Sustainable Development 

Goals (see for example Bandura 2017, 2; Global Partnership, 2016, p. 7; Roiha 2017, 1; 

Romero, 2016, p.59; Kazimierczuk 2019, 435). The objective of this thesis has been to 

understand these trends better by utilising the political economy approach and critical discourse 

analysis to answer two research questions, namely which are the dominant discourses on the 

LTWP project in Kenya? and what are the prospects of these discourses to drive just 

sustainability in Kenya? 

 

Kenya and the Lake Turkana Wind Power project in the Northern Turkana area provided us 

with an excellent case for studying this development. The project has received significant 

attention; it is the largest wind power project in Africa, a flagship project of Kenya’s Vision 
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2030 and it has received funding and assistance from several European countries, including 

Finland. The project has, however, also been debated due to contesting views around pros and 

cons of the project for local communities (see for example Cormack, 2018; Dalgliesh Olsen 

and Westergaard-Kabelmann 2018; Fazal 2018; Kanninen 2016; Schilling 2018). 

 

Guided by a just sustainabilities political economic approach, within which can be situated the 

work of Jevons’ (Jevons 1866), this thesis has investigated the prospects of the wind power 

plant. The different theoretical approaches and previous research on energy and development 

have been investigated and organised within three paradigms of conservative, liberal and 

radical (Stilwell 2019, 93). The division has enabled us to examine the dominant, mainstream 

theories guiding development, energy and solutions to environment issues, as well as their 

critics and alternatives. Through four systematic steps of critique towards the existing situation, 

probing an alternative vision, considering a strategy for reaching the preferred future and finally 

investigating possibilities for organisation to implement the desired changes (Stilwell 2019), 

the political economy approach of this thesis adds to existing literature on development and 

energy and provides lessons from Kenya on how to navigate interests, institutions and ideas 

connected to huge wind power projects with built in expectations for a ‘greener’ and more 

equitable future.  

 

Critical discourse analysis (CDA) was applied to a set of written and oral material that 

represents a variety of views, including the LTWP consortium, its financiers, Kenyan local and 

national governments and representatives of local communities. The data consists of eight 

semi-structured interviews with key informants in Kenya and Finland and written documents 

including 12 news and feature articles, two policy documents and company impact assessment. 

The variety of sources has allowed for triangulation, strengthened the validity of this research 

and ensured that the research questions could be addressed in a proper manner. By interviewing 

consortium and ministry representatives and investigating the dominant discourses and their 

stance on issues of sustainability and equity this thesis adds to existing literature on LTWP 

(Cormack 2018; Gargule 2019; Renkens 2019; Schilling 2018; Voller 2016) that has studied 

the effects and attitudes towards the project locally in Marsabit county. 

 

The results of the CDA show that LTWP is dominated by economic, political and legal 

discourses with a strong focus on the economic aspects of the project and the well-being of 

local communities in the vicinity of the project. The discourses reveal huge expectations 
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towards the project among the stakeholders; the Kenyan government, the LTWP consortium 

and local communities, as well as a big gap in these expectations. The dominant discourses are 

mainly represented by the Kenyan government, representatives for the consortium and 

financers. In line with the conservative and liberal approaches to energy and development 

environmental and economic aspects of the project are de-coupled. The LTWP project is not 

regarded as an environmental sustainability initiative, it is mostly understood as satisfying 

economic needs. The lack of an environmental discourse in connection with the project can be 

explained by the fact that the dominant discourses are heavily influenced by international and 

national institutions and policies that support and promote ideas of decoupling and green 

growth. Another interesting finding is that, in general, the discourses only support a moderate 

and gradual shift to more environmentally friendly energy sources. Increasing the use of 

renewable energy in Kenyan described as desirable, but in no way necessary or in all cases 

even possible - national growth goals are deemed more important.  

 

Expected economic outcomes of the project are national savings due to the cheapness of wind 

and replacement of fossil fuels, and lower consumer prices on electricity due to increased 

amount of low-emission energy in the national grid. These results are in line with previous 

research on the centrality of energy as an input for economic growth (see for example 

Motengwe and Alagidede 2018; Stern 2011; Alabi 2017; Eggoh et al. 2011; Omri 2014; 

Ladislaw and Benoit 2017, 24). LTWP is expected to help develop Kenya into a modern nation 

with continuous economic growth distributed to all Kenyans by the trickle-down effect. For the 

consortium and the investors, such as Finnfund, it is also expected to be a profitable investment. 

The wind project is additionally seen to have the possibility to enhance sustainability and equity 

in the name of green growth by creating jobs and increasing energy access.  

 

The alternative discourses, mainly found among representatives for local communities, 

however, challenge the dominant ‘green growth’ perception that renewables are a clean and 

free form of energy because they do not destroy the environment or dispossess people from 

their land. Despite the project’s good intent, inclusion in different project phases and high 

expectations on jobs, energy access and compensation for land among local communities have 

been hard to meet. Firstly, the monopoly of the Kenyan government in distributing electricity 

and the lack of the national grid covering the rural area is preventing LTWP from providing 

communities in Turkana with access to the power produced by the wind plant. Secondly, at the 

moment there are no legally binding revenue sharing requirements for renewable energy 
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projects in Kenya despite the marginal cost of producing electricity with wind being zero. Since 

wind is considered a non-destructive form of energy, similar benefit sharing schemes do not 

exists, nor are they planned, for renewables as for the new oil discoveries, which are also 

explored in Turkana. Thirdly, the wind power plant required large land areas, and the land 

acquisition process and amount of compensation is contested by locals. What, by the Kenyan 

government and the consortium, is described as a market-value lease for the land, is by local 

representatives argued as too little since it does not include consideration for the historical, 

cultural and social value of the land. Finally, on a national level, the expectations on lower 

energy prices arising from more cheap, green wind in the national grid has not yet become 

reality. Expensive thermal PPAs that will expire from 2023 onwards (Alushula 2019; Mwita 

2019; Kazimierczuk 2019) and the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on energy demand has 

led to not lower, but higher energy prices for consumers. Kenya Power has rationed the amount 

of electricity it takes from LTWP to a maximum production quota of 210 MW, instead of the 

installed capacity of 310 MW (Muchira 2020), leading to a suboptimal outcome not least in 

terms of emissions arising from electricity production. 

 

These findings are clearly original. Research on wind power in Kenya has so far not focused 

on the systems that shape the incentives for developing and integrating wind power (Davidson 

et al, 2017, 250) and therefore this thesis has aimed to fill that gap. A transition to a more 

sustainable energy mix is possible only if we begin to scrutinise the system of subsidies that 

enables the continued use of fossil fuels and sets the incentives for alternative energy forms 

(Klein 2014). Therefore, by examining LTWP, not as an isolated event, but as dialectically 

linked to the dominant fossil fuel system, the results show that the project is realised within the 

dominant capitalist frame guided by a reliance on market forces and new technology for solving 

rising emissions, and a search for new frontiers of capital accumulation. This, however, does 

not enable LTWP to provide automatic or immediate solutions for the already existing problems 

of mass poverty and long-term inequality in the vicinity of LTWP. Instead, the liberal 

approach’s ‘ecological modernisation discourse of green capitalism’ (Agyeman 2014, 236-238) 

leaves issues of justice and equity unsolved. The environmental impacts of the wind project 

can also be questioned, as the protection of the environment, in the form of adding emission-

free energy to the national mix, is mainly driven by the quest for further economic growth. The 

true sustainability of this resource-based growthism, underpinning the work of international 

donors such as Finnfund and supported by international agreements such as the SDGs, has been 

called to question (Hickel 2019). So has the incentives for donor nations to engage in aid-
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blending as it can be argued to support corporate interests and profits more than it enhances 

genuine pro-poor objectives and sustainability in Africa (Langan 2017a, 84). 

 

Returning to the title of this thesis, The Political Economy of Ending the Fossil Fuel Era: 

Lessons from the Lake Turkana Wind Power Project in Kenya, the results have provided us 

with valuable lessons for how wind projects can account for just sustainability in a more holistic 

way. Three of these lessons require emphasis. Firstly, many of the expected results have, at 

least not yet, become reality. Even within the narrow growth-centric framework of the 

authorities and their Western funders, the legal or policy frames in Kenya contradict the desired 

outcomes. What this finding teaches us is that, if large wind power projects are truly expected 

to meet all the build-in expectations of being green and enhancing economic growth, a rather 

narrow framework, rules, regulations and infrastructure need to be in place so that the full 

benefits of emission free energy can be reaped. Secondly, and more fundamentally, 

representatives for locals in the Turkana area question whether the project can be considered 

sustainable or equitable as long as grievances exist among communities. If we adopt a 

conservative or liberal view towards assessing the success of the project, these local 

experiences are poorly accounted for. However, if we adopt a more radical view meaning we 

simultaneously want to end the fossil fuel era and do it in a ‘just’ way that considers socio-

economic and ecological factors, including democracy and transparency (Baker and Burton 

2016), and if distributional, procedural and restorative justice is to be achieved (see for example 

McCauley and Heffron 2018; Healy 2017) the Kenyan case has taught us, that, in line with just 

sustainability theories (Agyeman 2008), the grievances of locals are relevant for assessing the 

success of the project.  

 

Therefore, going forward, the national and local governments are key, not only for setting the 

legal and fiscal boundaries within which renewable energy companies operate, but also for 

providing the necessary link between developers, local governments and communities, as well 

as protection that ensures that already marginalised communities are not further marginalised 

when land is allocated for big renewable energy projects (see for example Nygren and Wayessa 

2018). Respondents unanimously pointed out the Kenyan government as the most important 

player in transforming the energy sector at large but also as a gatekeeper, making sure that the 

rights of people in the vicinity of the project are respected on historical and cultural ground. Of 

course, the actions of the state reflect the global convergence of mainstream and Western 

interests, actions, or inactions, including those of Finnfund, in framing sustainability simply in 
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terms of renewable energy without considering just sustainabilities. So, change is also 

warranted in the architecture of the so-called ‘global partners’. Finally, the importance of 

knowledge, especially connected to historical, cultural and social view on land, is highlighted 

in the alternative discourses, ultimately leading to suggestions connected to direct access to the 

wind energy, benefit sharing schemes similar to once that already exist for fossil fuel 

exploration, or an even more radical alternatives highlighting the importance of more 

democratic and equal ownership of the project as well as the land where it is operated. A call 

for the commonning of land and wind is discernible in the results. In line with radical research 

supporting strives towards energy sovereignty (Avila-Calero 2017) in countries of the Global 

South the results suggest the concept of ‘just land’ (Obeng-Odoom 2021, 204-205) could 

provide an alternative avenue for further research to understand the multifaceted dimensions of 

land and wind in the African context.  

 

If current estimates hold true, over 50 per cent of the world’s energy supply could be renewable 

by 2050 (The Economist 2020, 9). This means huge areas of land will potentially be used for 

renewable energy development, affecting communities around the globe. Even traditional oil-

producing countries such as Norway are increasingly turning to renewable energy alternatives, 

but not without questions. Europe’s largest onshore wind complex Fosen in Norway has been 

criticised by the Sami Council who argues that the wind turbines, erected on communal land, 

pose a potentially deadly threat to the Sami people’s fragile, ancient culture of reindeer (Lee 

2019). Considering these trends, and the results in this thesis, it is increasingly important to 

understand the prospects and limitations of wind project in a broad, not only economic sense, 

in order to address ‘the newer challenges development research faces’ (Sen, 2016, 8).  

 

This thesis has paid close attention to the dominant as well as alternative discourses on the 

Kenyan wind power experiment.  The thesis has added to, and extended existing literature on 

energy and development in Kenya. Arguing that by uncovering the array of expectations from 

diverse groups towards the project as well as the realities limiting them, my results have 

provided concrete alternative suggestions that could account for equity and sustainability in a 

just way that does not continue to recreate the historically marginalised position of the Turkana 

area.  
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Appendix 1 - Questions for Semi-Structured Interviews  
 
THEMES QUESTIONS 

A - Background and planning of LTWP 

 

A1 What is your role in the project? 

 

A2 What are your main aims/goals with 

participating?  

 

A3 Please describe the process? 

Setbacks/successes? 

 

A4 The owners and cooperation partners of 

the project are non-Kenyan - is and is it of 

importance and why? 

 

B - Wind power, growth and sustainable 

development 

 

B1 Describe the significance of LTWP. 

 

B2 How does LTWP contribute to economic 

growth? 

 

B3 How does LTWP contribute to 

sustainable development? (Define 

sustainable development?) 

 

B4 Can LTWP contribution to enhancing 

equality, how? 

C - Energy transitions 

(‘just energy transitions’, including soci-

economic and ecological factors + 

democracy, transparency) 

 

C1 Who benefits most from LTWP and 

how? 

 

C2 What types of jobs has LTWP created? 

 

C3 Describe the level of public participation 

in LTWP? 

 

C4 There are contesting views on how land 

was acquired – what is your view? 

 

C5 How are revenues from LTWP used? 

(WoC program? Solar panels?) 

D - Closing questions  D1 Considering sustainable development, 

what are your thought on simultaneously 

investing in fossil and renewable fuel?  

 

D2 Who has the responsibility to oversee 

and enforce a transition towards more 

renewable energy? 

 

D3 Which are the main lessons learnt from 

the LTWP project? 
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