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Summary

This study investigates how strategic energy planning is introduced into and implemented on
the municipal policy agenda in the Netherlands. This is in the context of an accelerating
energy transition, which causes problems such as Grid congestion, rising electricity demand,
and spatial constraints. The research looks into how municipalities introduce strategic energy
planning on the municipal agenda and must adapt their planning practices to integrate
energy considerations with sustainability goals.

The research will utilise a self-created framework based on Kingdon's Multiple Streams
Approach and strategic energy practices from Denmark. The study conceptualizes the
process as an interplay among three streams:

The problem stream: Energy-related obstacles that hinder municipal projects, which in the
context of this research is predominantly congestion on the electrical grid and the lack of
ample space to realize energy-related projects.

The policy stream: The enabling or constraining influence of national and local regulations.
Some legislation, as a reaction to energy-related problems, aids in the process, but other
regulations hinder potential policies or plans (like the Nature Protection Act).

The politics stream: The internal and interdepartmental dynamics that affect decision making.
This research clearly shows different dynamics in different-sized municipalities. Where
interdepartmental cooperation plays a big role in the successful integration of strategic
energy planning.

Data was gathered through the use of a survey which was distributed among all
municipalities in the Netherlands. With a response of 80 out of a possible 342 municipalities,
a quarter of the municipalities is accounted for. The survey results reveal that on average
nearly 38% of municipal projects are delayed or hindered by energy issues. These issues
impede progress on spatial and economic development projects and highlight the urgency for
integrated planning solutions as a way of dealing with the issues at hand. The findings
indicate that while municipalities recognize the need for strategic energy planning, progress
is often hindered by legislative delays and a lack of interdepartmental cooperation. The
research proposes a framework that uses agenda-setting theory to better understand spatial
planning with energy infrastructure development and enables the different fields to work
together. This in order to better handle the complexity of the issue at hand and integrate
spatial planning permanently on the municipal agenda.
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1. Introduction

Sustainability as prominent goal

Sustainability has become a subject that is entwined with almost any other topic. Due to the
harsh changes which are inflicted upon the environment by people, industries, and
governments, irreparable damage has been done. Governing bodies such as the national
governments or the European Union are taking steps to combat this climate change by
heavily improving the sustainability practices of many industries and residential areas
(Sustainable Development Goals, n.d.). One of the steps taken to this goal with the most
direct impact is the phasing out of fossil fuels (Rijksoverheid, 2019). For businesses and
homes, this fossil fuel will most likely be natural gas, for example intended for heating of a
building. The gap created by getting rid of natural gas in buildings throughout the
Netherlands will mostly have to be filled by electricity. Whilst electricity is currently still
predominantly produced through the burning of fossil fuels, great efforts are being made to
ensure all electricity is of renewable origin (Energieopwek.nl, n.d.). Homes and businesses
will then be heated by way of electrical heat pumps. Whilst cars or delivery vans will use an
electrical drivetrain instead of one that uses petrol.

Congestion on the grid as due to increased sustainability

The increased demand for electricity has put more strain on the existing electricity network in
the Netherlands. The electricity network is a vital part of the functioning of the Netherlands
and has major consequences for the spatial planning of the country. Even so, electricity
networks have been mostly ignored in practices of spatial planning and only now due to the
increased demand for electricity, has come into the spotlight. The main issue which arises is
the congestion of the energy networks (Braat et al., 2021). The demand is too high, for which
the network simply cannot provide. This congestion means that residential areas cannot be
expanded or that businesses cannot receive the amount of electricity they need to operate.
Also, the people who have invested in solar panels to put on their homes or businesses
cannot feed excess produced electricity back. This results in that in some areas there is two-
way congestion, where power cannot be drawn but also not be put back in the system.

Conseguences of congestion are reaching far

The consequences of this are larger than previously thought, as entire spatial projects (i.e.
new residential areas or solar farms) cannot be realized, and the sustainability movement is
halted. The impact will be felt across multiple sectors within the municipality, namely spatial
planning and economic affairs. These sectors will have to adapt their way of operating as
long as the congestion problem is not able to be solved in the near future (Braat et al., 2021).



Large investments are needed for the grid

The capacity of the network is being increased in most places. On average 3 billion euros
has been invested in the future-proofing of the energy network in the Netherlands (CE Delft,
2020). Future investment is projected to cost 107 billion euro, with around half of that going
to the high voltage system (IBO, 2024). The increased focus on sustainability and growing
numbers of clients for the system make it so that the demand outgrows the improvements to
the network. Another hindrance in the realization of a more future-proof energy network is the
length of procedures and licensing. In cases of the high voltage network, the procedure could
take up to 8 years for realization, in which case demand has already progressed greatly
(TenneT, 2022).

A larger spatial demand due to renewable energy

The increase in capacity demands a new approach for municipalities as responsibilities for
energy production, transportation, and responsible usage now fall within the tasks of the
municipality. Grid operators in the Netherlands have projected that before 2040 there needs
to be an increase of 48.000 new transformer houses within the Netherlands. These are
houses used to transform high voltage to medium and low voltage (EenVandaag, 2023). This
added to the renewable energy production locations projected for municipalities within the
RES agreements. These spatial demands are alongside the pre-existing demands of
residential, industrial, commercial, and green. This complicates the zoning of municipal
spatial planning further, thereby magnifying the need for a solid transition strategy for each
municipality.

Strategic energy planning as the next step for municipalities

To be able take the next step in and provide initiatives for each municipality and ultimately
the Netherlands, the need arises for a strategy and policy at the municipal level. The strategy
would join the disciplines of sustainability and spatial planning into what in this research is
called “strategic energy planning”. Until now, strategic energy planning lacked a universal
definition. Despite contextual differences, strategic energy planning generally aims to
harmonize sustainable goals, resource efficiency, and spatial development within
governance structures. These structures evolve with technological advancements, societal
shifts, and political landscapes, ensuring resilient energy infrastructures through dynamic
feedback mechanisms and iterative refinement (Krog & Sperling, 2019).

This research to fill in the gaps of knowledge on Dutch Strategic Energy Planning

This research aims to fill the gaps in knowledge that exist on strategic energy planning in the
Netherlands. Research has been done on the definition of strategic energy planning and
what it should entail. There also is existing academic literature on the implementation and
improvement upon strategic energy planning in Denmark. However, no such research has
even been done for the Netherlands. This research will look at the problems that
municipalities experience that motivate them to implement strategic energy planning and the
problems they experience when attempting to implement strategic energy planning.
Additionally the policies that are created as reaction to the problems and the political playing
field will be analysed. This in order to contribute to academic knowledge on energy planning
in the Netherlands and in particular how the perceived problems affect implementation for
municipalities.



Societal relevance

Strategic energy planning is a practice in which local governments better plan their municipal
energy production and usage. Strategic energy planning as a term is relatively new,
however, local governments are sometimes already engaged in the practice without realizing
it. This research aims to clarify the problems that municipalities face pertaining to energy,
see how some municipalities react to this in the form of policies, and see how this reaches
the municipal agenda. By identifying the process through agenda setting, there will be a
more coherent picture of how municipalities implement strategic energy planning and how it
reaches the policy agenda. This will streamline the future processes of municipalities so that
climate goals may be reached sooner without hampering the societal and economic growth
of the municipality and the Netherlands as a whole. The research will not give a step by step
guide on the best way to approach strategic energy planning for the municipalities, as this is
too context specific for each municipality. However, the research will illustrate best practices
and issues experienced by many municipalities, to show the current state of strategic energy
planning in the Netherlands, to which municipalities can create their own tailored policies.

Scientific relevance

Research that has been conducted before on the sustainability of municipalities, only look at
decreasing consumption (Ranéngen et al., 2018). The core reasoning given is the
environmental and sustainable development goals set out by the EU or UN. Often electricity
is put forth as a solution in these papers and is not seen as a hampering factor. The
congestion issues that arise in the Netherlands show that simply electrifying every process is
not an option currently. In the paper written by Asarpota and Nadin (2020), the
interdependence of the energy transition and spatial planning is illustrated. Attention is being
paid to the movement from centralized production of electricity to decentralized, and the
variation in peak production. The transportation issues of said electricity are however not
mentioned. Strategic energy planning may be a way to deal with the congestion that is
experienced. However, no research before has investigated the problems that arise with the
energy transition in conjunction with strategic energy planning in the Netherlands, the
research before you will fill that gap in academic knowledge.

In the research of Krog & Sperling (2019), a framework is made for the implementation of
strategic energy planning for municipalities. However, this research analyses the Danish
system and how to improve the implementation within Denmark. The research before you
takes the lessons learned in the research on Denmark and apply them to the case of the
Netherlands. Krog and Sperling (2019) focus on frameworks for strategic energy planning,
often emphasizing system integration and governance. This study of the Netherlands will
apply their framework in a new context, testing its adaptability and effectiveness in a country
with ambitious sustainability goals and a strong rise in renewable energy production. The
research by Krog and Sperling (2019) focusses strongly on the successful integration of the
framework, but ignores the issues that can be experienced leading up to or during the
integration of the framework, where the research before you puts more emphasis on the
motivators behind the integration. At the time of writing this research, no research has been
done into the experienced problems by municipalities pertaining to the agenda setting of
strategic energy planning. The research before is meant to fill in the gaps of knowledge on
the experienced problems as motivators for strategic energy planning and the reaction these
the problems. Once that is understood, further research into the implementation of strategic
energy planning in the Netherlands is possible.



Main question
This research has at the core the following question to answer:

What problems do municipalities experience surrounding strategic energy planning and how
do they react to these problems?

The main question aims to research strategic energy planning in the Netherlands with a
focus on the municipal side of strategic energy planning. The definition of strategic energy
planning will explained in the theoretical framework and that definition will be compared to
the way the municipalities operate in the policy agenda and see if that overlaps with the
theoretical idea of energy planning. This addition of strategic energy planning to the
municipal agenda has certain drivers behind it as it will not be added without cause (Howlett,
2022). These drivers will be researched on the basis of Kingdon's framework with other
literature added onto it, to create a framework for this research. The policy that municipalities
enact as reaction to perceived problems will give insight into the extent to which strategic
energy planning has been implemented. The main question will answered by splitting it up
into three sub-questions based on the framework by Kingdon, the questions are as follows:

¢ What are the problems pertaining to energy that municipalities experience?
¢ What are policies that enable or hinder action for the municipalities?
e What is the political landscape in energy planning in the municipalities?

1. What are the problems pertaining to energy that municipalities experience?

This will involve identifying challenges related to energy infrastructure, such as grid capacity
and the integration of renewable energy sources, to analyse if there are obstacles in meeting
sustainability goals. It will be important to understand if the municipalities are facing the
challenges of grid congestion. For this question, the research will also look at financial
constraints. The research will explore whether municipalities lack the financial resources to
invest in sustainable energy projects, as from literature, financial is given as an important
constraint to strategic energy planning. The research will also consider if municipalities have
the resources to participate in regional and national energy planning.

2. What are policies that enable or hinder action for the municipalities?

This involves identifying policies that support municipal action on energy, such as funding
mechanisms or legislative frameworks that encourage the integration of energy into all
municipal planning. Existing policies might also hinder the progress of strategic energy
planning. These might be policies that present barriers, such as a lack of coordination
between national and local government, limited funding, a lack of a clear mandate for action,
or overly complex regulatory processes.

3. What is the political landscape in energy planning in the municipalities?

This sub-question of the research will explore the political priorities of local elected
government and how these priorities shape the local government's approach to strategic
energy planning. The research will investigate how political strategies may affect municipal
energy plans. The research will investigate the role of interest groups (e.g., municipal
departments, residents) and how their personal perceptions and relationships with residents
influence the prioritization of energy issues. In other words, the power that residents have,
and how the local community and their expectations influence the political landscape and
their perception of the need for energy transition and climate action.



2. Theoretical framework

For this research, a framework was created by the author to help better understand the
issues that municipalities experience and the way they react to those issues when
implementing strategic energy planning. This framework uses the principles of agenda-
setting to guide the introduction of strategic energy planning in the Netherlands. Based on
Kingdon's Multiple Streams Approach (MSA) and concepts such as issue sensitivity, policy
entrepreneurs, and mainstreaming. The framework integrates the objectives of climate
adaptation and renewable energy. It aims to create a supportive environment for systemic
change while ensuring the long-term success of strategic energy planning.

The framework consists of three interconnected streams: the problem stream, the policy
stream, and the politics stream. The problem stream focuses on defining the challenges of
the energy transition and the need for strategic energy planning to solve the presented
issues. This is achieved by showing current limitations or that occurrences illustrate the
impact of the energy transition (Rogers et al., 2024). An example is using the overloading of
the electrical grid to emphasize the need for adaptation and highlighting the economic and
social costs if no action is taken.

The policy area focuses on the development of feasible policy solutions that address the
defined problems. These solutions should take an integrated, multiple-sectoral approach that
incorporates smart energy systems and addresses technical and social issues relevant to the
Dutch context (Krog & Sperling, 2019). It also should align with national objectives while
providing clear local implementation strategies. Mainstreaming the issue is an important step
to ensure that it is perceived as mandatory and not a small additional measure to the overall
energy goals (Dyrenfurth, 2008).

In terms of politics, the aim is to penetrate the political landscape to achieve consensus and
support for strategic energy planning. This requires clear and consistent communication that
appeals to public opinion, the involvement of key political stakeholders, and the creation of a
legislative environment through policies and law. Coordination across all levels of
government (national, regional, and local) is crucial for effective policy implementation (Krog
& Sperling, 2019).

Key factors influencing agenda-setting include raising the salience of the issue, empowering
policy entrepreneurs, and utilizing policy windows (Rogers et al., 2024). The importance of
the issue can be raised by emphasizing the financial impact on communities, for example,
the economic benefit of electrical heating as opposed to heating by way of gas. The direct
impact that climate change may have on local communities, for example, the floods in
Limburg. But also, the potential for economic growth through job creation and investments by
local governments in new solutions. Policymakers (elected officials or experts from various
sectors) play a critical role in advancing the cause and seizing opportunities to drive strategic
energy planning (Dyrenfurth, 2008).

The four P’s by Zahariadis (2016) can be added to the framework to better understand the
context. Perception, Potency, and Proximity mainly contribute to the Problem stream.
Ensuring actors understand the gravity of the provided problems and subsequent impact.
Whilst Power is subdivided under Politics. Power is not equally given across levels of
government, with municipalities held back or influenced by provincial or national legislation.



To effectively implement this agenda-setting approach in the Netherlands several policies
can be enacted. First, a clear national framework needs to set targets for energy transition
and climate adaptation. This is already happening with the RES-regions but might be under
threat from the new government. Adequate funding and resources are essential to support
strategic energy planning at the municipal and regional levels. Cross-sector integration is
needed (energy, transport, industry, and heating/cooling) as is stakeholder engagement
through platforms that bring together governments, businesses, citizens, and NGOs.
Capacity building should equip local authorities with the skills to effectively develop and
implement strategic energy plans, to increase FTE for relevant departments of government.
Monitoring and evaluation mechanisms will track progress and enable continuous
improvement, while communication campaigns will raise public awareness and highlight the
benefits of proactive energy planning. Partnerships between municipalities, research
institutions, and industry will further strengthen networks for knowledge sharing and
collaboration (Krog & Sperling, 2019). These are all policies which aid in the successful
implementation of strategic energy planning according to Krog & Sperling (2019), in the
research before you it will be analysed which of these policies are still lacking for the
municipalities, in order to research where municipalities can still improve to better implement
strategic energy planning.

By adopting this agenda-setting framework, the Netherlands can achieve several important
outcomes. These include stronger political and public support for the energy transition, a
prioritized policy agenda that promotes strategic energy planning, and a more resilient and
integrated energy system. Improved collaboration and coordination between different levels
of government and different departments of government will prevent disjointed planning and
promote more effective implementation.

| Policy \

Problem
Perception
Potency
Proximity

Politics

Power

Strategic Energy
Planning

Municipal
Agenda

Figure 1, Conceptual model of framework, Source: Created by author
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State of the Art

To aid in the understanding of the theoretical framework of this research, further knowledge
of the academic landscape pertaining to strategic energy planning is required. In the
following chapter, theoretical concepts and literature on energy transitions, strategic
planning, and agenda setting will be explained.

Agenda setting and multiple stream approach

A vital part in the theoretical framework used in this research is agenda setting theory. The
main theoretical basis used for the explanation of agenda setting in this research is the
Multiple Streams Approach created by Kingdon and later elaborated on by Howlett. The
Multiple Streams Approach (MSA) is a framework developed by John Kingdon to analyse the
agenda-setting process in public policy. It emphasizes that the attention to a problem, the
development of a feasible solution, and the motivation of policymakers must converge in a
"window of opportunity” for an issue to gain prominence on the policy agenda. The MSA is
part of a wider body of work on agenda setting, which focuses on the limited attention,
resources of policymakers, and the role of power and persuasion in drawing attention to
specific issues. The MSA states that there is an almost unlimited number of policy problems
and solutions, but only a few will reach the top of the policy agenda. It also highlights the
contingent nature of the process. Windows of opportunity are short moments for policy
entrepreneurs to push their proposals. These windows can be predictable, such as annual
budgets. Equally, they can be unpredictable, such as natural catastrophes. For those
windows of opportunity, the theory speaks of the concept of "focusing events" or crises,
which are events that can prompt agenda-setting campaigns (Howlett, 2022). An example of
a focussing event in the context of strategic energy planning is the congestion on the
electrical grid, hampering developments. Zahariadis (2016) addresses the need for greater
operationalization of the MSA, as well as the potential for the framework to divide the
discipline into supporters and critics. Overall, the MSA provides a flexible metaphor for
understanding agenda-setting processes. It emphasizes the role of context, actor skill, and
the contingent nature of policy change. It highlights the complex interplay of factors that
determine which issues receive attention and how policy solutions are developed and
selected. In the framework of Kingdon you have three main components these are Problems,
Policies, and Politics.

Problems: The problem stream focusses on issues that are experienced by the government.
These issues are considered important enough to be addressed within the government.
Problems are considered the catalyst for change within agenda setting.

Policies: The policy stream addresses the reaction of governments to the problems that are
experienced. The policies that are addressed in the Policy stream are created as mitigation
of the problems from the Problem stream.

Politics: This stream includes political playing field within the government. It not only
addresses politically affiliated stakeholders, but also separate parties with influence, such as
residents or activist groups. The stream addresses the influence they have over each other
and shifting power each stakeholder holds.

Zahariadis (2016) adds four key components on top of MSA: Perception, Potency, Proximity,
and Power. These components help with understanding the original three components of
Kingdon’s theory.

Perception: The perception components is an addition on the Problem stream. How a
Problem is perceived by government influences the urgency of finding a solution to the issue.
A problem can be deemed not important without the right perception.
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Potency: The Potency component acts together with the Perception component to raise the
importance of the Problems in the Problem stream. The potency of issue is the impact of a
problem if not resolved by the government. The larger the consequences, the larger the
potency, the bigger the issue is perceived.

Proximity: The Proximity is an important component to raise the salience of an issue, as the
closer the consequences of a problem are to the government or stakeholders, the bigger the
problem is perceived. The proximity of an issue decides the context in which the
stakeholders operate.

Power: The power that stakeholders hold within the Politics stream decide how the agenda
will be set. The more power that a stakeholder has, the more they are able to raise the
salience of issues on the agenda. Constant shifts in power among stakeholders means a
constant shift within the political landscape of a government.

The Energy Transition

Strategic energy planning is a tool to help governments transition to energy sources. The
need for an energy transition is the reasoning behind the need for the implementation of
strategic energy planning. Therefore, it is first necessary to understand the transition itself.
Energy transition as a concept in which the production and use of energy changes in society,
is not a modern concept. The world has experienced multiple instances in which the means
of energy production were altered. Examples if this being, nuclear disasters at nuclear plants
like Chernobyl and Fukushima and the production of nuclear waste made the means of
energy production less popular (Trimble, 2019). However, some countries like France still
heavily focus on it (Solomon & Krishna, 2011). In the 21st century climate change became
an important topic of discussion and sustainability became interwoven in all subjects of life.
The emissions of the world ought to be lowered considerably, and energy production needs
to change.

With all sources of energy, the transition was gradual and not even across all mediums of
energy consumption. For example, whilst the railroad had already fully transferred to using
coal, the seafaring industry continued using sailing ships. This was due to the large amount
of coal that needed to be brought along for long-distance travel when the railroad could stock
up along the way. Electric-based lighting and transport already existed in the late 19th
century but needed further improvements over the years before widespread adoption.

The energy transition is a gradual process that does not occur in an instant. Multiple energy
sources can be used concurrently, before the full transition to one source. There are multiple
driving factors behind energy transition, which influence the transition interdependently. The
factors are: Efficiency, cost, accessibility, environment, and innovation.

Efficiency

The efficiency of a fuel source has a great impact on the readiness to use the source. The
first source used was wood, of which one would need a large amount of cubic meters of
heat. Whilst coal was more efficient, one needed less weight of coal to create the same
amount of heat as opposed to wood. This trend continued through to liquid fuels and gas.
Where natural gas was easily distributed through a network of pipes, resulting in the spread
of it becoming more effective (Fouquet, 2010).

12



Cost

With large amounts of wood needed to create heat, there was also a great deal of labor
involved. This leads to the cost of it higher than coal and thus the populace would choose the
most cost-effective form of fuel. When a large gas reserve was found in the Netherlands, the
cost of natural gas for the Dutch population fell. Making it so that the Dutch populace started
using more gas and becoming dependent and accustomed to the use of it (Fouquet, 2010).

Accessibility

The accessibility of a source of energy greatly impacts the usage of it, as it is a direct
influence on the cost of a source. Proximity to a source makes the transport costs less and
so the eventual price, take the Dutch gas reserves in Groningen as an example (Fouquet,
2010). The loss of accessibility can also reverse a transition. The German government
wanted to transition from the usage of coal to the prominent use of natural gas. To reach this
goal the government constructed a direct line with Russia, the Nordstream pipeline. The
invasion of Ukraine halted the import of natural gas from Russia due to sanctions. As a
result, the German government was left without a major source of natural gas and so
returned to the usage of polluting inefficient brown coal (Eckert, 2022).

Environment

The polluting nature of energy sources has become increasingly important. In the 21st
century it has become to prominent driving factor behind the energy transition towards
sustainable sources of energy production. Being able to rule out other factors such as
efficiency. As wind and solar energy are variable, users are not guaranteed a constant flow
of electricity, which users do have with fossil-based electricity production. However, the need
for sustainability outweighs the efficiency of fossil-based (Solomon & Krishna, 2011).
Attention to the environment is not a modern concept as a driving factor for transition. The
heavy smog and soot during the Industrial Revolution with a coal-focused society made the
transition towards a less polluting form like natural gas necessary (Hanlon, 2020).

Innovation

Without the development of new technology, the utilization of other sources is not possible.
Innovation is a driver behind efficiency, however one pitfall is the overdependence on
innovation. People will look to innovation to solve current problems so that they do not have
to change their own way of life. Whilst overuse of fossil fuels causes the worsening of the
environment, people hope that new innovations will mitigate it instead of lessening their own
consumption of energy (Solomon & Krishna, 2011).

Governments can play a big role in these factors for change. Through subsidies or taxes, a
government has influence on the cost of certain energy sources, encouraging or
discouraging the usage. With infrastructure they can influence the accessibility of sources
and through financial incentives accelerate technological innovation (Solomon & Krishna,
2011).
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Strategic Planning

Strategic Energy Planning finds its basis in strategic planning, where energy and
sustainability are added to the field of strategic planning. Therefore, not only the energy
transition must be understood for this research, but also the field of strategic planning. At the
turn of the 20th century, governments would see the first forms of spatial policy emerge. This
policy took the form of master plans for rapidly expanding cities following the Industrial
Revolution. This planning predominantly focuses on the physical attributes, with architectural
design mainly influencing strategic spatial planning. This would remain the extent of spatial
planning until after the Second World War, at which time countries started implementing
national plans for spatial planning. The country that would be the frontrunner in this was the
Netherlands. Only in the Netherlands did the government introduce a planning system with
spatial plans at all levels of administration. The Netherlands maintained its strong planning
doctrine over the years. On the topic of Dutch city planning Alexander (2002, page 35)
states: "The Netherlands presents an image of a well-planned and coordinated society and
the reality of its built environment attests to some successes in Dutch planning practice.”

The work of Salet and Faludi (2000) identifies three forms of strategic planning that have
been used interchangeably throughout the recent history of planning. The three forms are
institutional planning, communicative/discursive planning, and interactive planning.

Institutional Planning

The institutional approach to planning theory combines sociological theories of institutions
and regime theory of economic, political, and constitutional factors to investigate the
underlying patterns that drive planning. Institutions are viewed as patterns of social rules that
shape the field of normative principles and codes of conduct that guide planning. Institutional
approaches to planning aim to improve the decision-making processes by reflecting on
evolving patterns of expectations. There are two dominant styles of institutional thought in
planning theory: one focuses on legitimizing and embedding planning and policy. While the
other focuses on the sustainable embedding of certain targets via institutionalization. These
two approaches can complement each other, but they are often oriented toward different
kinds of institutions, and their recommendations for planning processes may differ (Salet &
Faludi, 2000). For this research, we see institutional planning being evident in the way most
municipalities operate, as municipalities are divided into separate departments that operate
within their own field of expertise (i.e. Civil planning, economic affairs).

The communicative/discursive planning

The second stream in contemporary planning theory focuses on the communicative
significance of strategic planning, which can symbolically stand for social aspirations and
establish new references for future action. This approach often uses forms like cartographic
imagery, planning concepts, and metaphors that flow forward from the behaviour of policy
actors. In recent times attention has been devoted to social discourses and how they
structure meaning, acknowledging their power in constructing collective consciousness. This
discursive approach identifies and explains social imagery to allow unseen motives of social
action to come forward into new forms of social coordination. (Salet & Faludi, 2000).
Communicative planning is important to the discussion on strategic energy planning, as
communicative planning was used to heighten the importance of an energy transition for the
world and the Netherlands. An increased emphasis was put on the need for green energy
production through messaging on subjects like global warming. The rise in green energy
production leads to the need for strategic energy planning.
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Interactive planning

The third stream in strategic spatial planning theory, the interactive approach, became the
most practiced during the 1980's and 1990's. It served as a reaction to the limitations of
traditional approaches, where government agencies acted as the sole coordinator of spatial
planning processes. Interactive approaches emphasize the need for cooperation between
public and private sectors. Different interpretations of the organization of interactions have
been made, like the technocratic and sociocracy models. Interactive approaches assume a
levelling out of the relationship between citizens and the state, but there is some debate on
this point. For the research on strategic energy planning interactive planning is important as
local governments are increasingly working together with residents to develop sustainable
projects. A good example of this is neighbourhoods investing in solar farms close to their
homes. The classification into the three dominant streams is not exclusive, and cross-usage
of the approaches may lead to new and more unified approaches (Salet & Faludi, 2000).

Strategic energy planning

The concept of strategic energy planning has been explored in academic literature in recent
years, whilst not applied to the context of the Netherlands an exploration of a framework for
strategic energy planning has been discussed. In the research of Jensen (2019), the author
explores how municipalities will act under the new paradigm of energy planning in the face of
an ever-sustainable context. The first steps that need to be looked at is the scope at which
the energy planning takes place. National, regional, municipal, and city are all mentioned as
possible scopes for strategic energy planning. One could argue that the local scope could be
added too, as there is an emergence of locally initiated energy plans where neighbourhoods
can become largely self-sufficient. Once the scope of the projected plan has been
established then the elements of the strategic energy plan have to be researched within the
scope.

The first element which needs to be looked at is the Time Horizon. With the Time Horizon is
meant how long the plan will be valid and in what timescale it will be realized. Some areas
have more urgency for a resilient energy system than others. In the Netherlands for example
there are already many municipalities that have to deal with congestion on the energy
system, hindering the growth of a city. In these cases, the strategic energy plans are more
urgent to solve the issues that arise (Jensen, 2019).

The second aspect of the energy plans is the societal dimensions. With the societal
dimensions the research means that energy plans are not simply a policy matter, the
populace needs to accept and help with it as well. To create a strategic energy system that
fits with the needs of society, one must first understand the society in which they operate.
Interactions with the actors who fall within the network are necessary, with both meetings
with businesses as well as homeowners (Jensen, 2019).

The third element necessary for a working strategic energy system is a smart design system.
The system must be completely thought through considering every step to be connected. A
dynamic way of planning is a great example of this, where the municipality constantly
backcasts through the planning process to make aspects better fit in a constantly changing
landscape. Another important part of a smart design system is the use of technology to
streamline the process and to use the newest innovations (Jensen, 2019).
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The last element of creating a strategic energy plan mentioned in the literature by Jensen
(2019) is sustainable development. The environment has been an important subject for a
long time and needs to be protected. When a municipality creates a plan for the energy
system within their municipality, the municipality can no longer rely solely on fossil fuels and
need to look towards renewable options. Modern energy strategies include wind and solar
options for creating electricity. They also keep in mind the possibility that residents will start
creating their own source of electricity for example in the form of solar panels on their roofs.
These residents might even produce enough electricity to start feeding it back into the
system creating two-way flows in the system.

When all these elements have been taken care of then the municipality can start to create
their strategic energy plan. The article mentions multiple tools that could help a municipality
in creating the plan. These include: GIS-based analysis, scenario analysis, SWOT analysis,
stakeholder involvement, and the use of computer models.

Strategic Energy Planning framework in Denmark

In academic literature there has not yet been research made into the implementation of
strategic energy planning of the Netherlands, however, this research has been done for
Denmark. Denmark has a history of being a frontrunner in sustainable policy and can be
used for best practices for the Netherlands. The study by Krog and Sperling (2019) has been
used to create a theoretical framework for the research before you. In the study by Krog and
Sperling (2019), the researchers evaluate strategic energy planning (SEP) in Denmark and
propose a framework. Denmark aims for a 100% renewable energy system by 2050;
however, the SEP implementation faces challenges. Among these challenges are
fragmented efforts among the municipalities of Denmark and a lack of shared vision among
the municipalities. Municipalities are expected to carry out these plans without permanent
funding, so each municipality must decide on its own resource allocation, which can lead to
uneven prioritization. These fragmented efforts can also be an outcome due to misalignment
with national goals. There is a wide variation in the ambition and quality of the municipal
plans. This divergence can result in suboptimal outcomes and misalignment with national
renewable energy goals. The plans lack a strong long-term vision to create a strategic plan
for the future. Local decision-makers sometimes favour politically visible, short-term projects
over strategies that would optimize the energy system in the long run. This tendency can
hinder the development of a fully integrated, smart energy system. What the authors also see
as an obstacle in the integration of SEP is the lack of cross-sector synergies. The current
approach tends to treat different energy sectors separately. There is insufficient emphasis on
harnessing cross-sector synergies (electricity, heating, and transport) and on coordinating
actions between municipal, regional, and national levels.

The research then suggests multiple ways in which Denmark and other countries that would
apply the framework would improve the implementation of strategic energy planning.

Firstly, in the case of Denmark, the scope used by the local and national governments is too
focused on the technical side. Focussing on data gathering and resource mapping. Krog and
Sperling (2019) suggest broadening the scope to include the environmental, social, and
economic dimensions. For the environmental dimension municipalities should consider more
than just getting rid of polluting forms of energy. Assessing impacts on local ecosystems and
ensuring that renewable energy projects contribute to sustainability rather than simply
replacing one fossil fuel with another. Acceptance and assistance from society become an
increasingly more important aspect of planning. Municipalities should start engaging
communities and stakeholders to foster public acceptance and address equity issues.
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Incorporating feedback from citizens and local businesses can help tailor strategies that meet
community needs. Assessing the economic impact will also help with societal acceptance,
creating clear economic gains in the form of job creation and local development, will help
convince residents to participate.

Secondly, the research puts a great emphasis on smart energy networks. Where cross-
sector integration plays a big role in making the system as efficient as possible. For example,
using surplus renewable electricity to support renewable hydrogen production. By
coordinating different energy flows, the overall system can better balance supply and
demand fluctuations.

The third key aspect in improving the framework for municipalities is the enhancement of
coordination across institutional levels. In Denmark, strategic energy planning is
predominantly done solely by municipalities, where the research suggests multi-level
integration. Encouraging collaboration among municipalities, regions, and the central
government to create a cohesive plan for the country and resources are shared to maximize
effectiveness. For this, the authors suggest establishing permanent institutional frameworks
within local governments that focus specifically on strategic energy planning. Also, they
suggest creating permanent funding for these frameworks, as currently, the plans are
competing for a budget with other municipal priorities.

The entire process should be iterative, constantly improving and assessing what impacts the
changes have had. Embedding strategic energy planning in the overall way of working of the
municipality and creating a reliable green energy network.
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3. Methods

The research was realised through a mixed methods approach of literature review,
explorative research, interviews, and a survey. According to Creswell and Creswell (2018)
mixed methods are useful in creating a more comprehensive research which is grounded in
the context of the researched space. The explorative research helps with understanding the
real world in which the research is done, creating more feeling with areas that are
researched. An exploratory sequential design allows researchers to first gather qualitative
data (for example, through interviews or experiences) and then use this information to design
and test a survey that fits a specific cultural or contextual setting.

Literature review Explorative research Interviews

Figure 2, Mixed Method Process of research, Source: Created by Author

Literature review

The start of the research was made by reviewing existing academic research and literature.
A literature review aids in understanding the pre-existing information on the subject that the
research aims to explain. It creates a context for the research and identifies the gaps in
knowledge that the research will help fill. The research may fill a hole in academic literature
or expand on pre-existing research to create a wider field of knowledge on the subject.
Reviewing literature ensures that the problem being studied is significant and has not been
extensively addressed Additionally, the literature forms the basis for the creation of a
conceptual framework through which the research questions are created and through which
the gathered data is analysed (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The framework used in this
research was created based on multiple literature sources, which were combined into one
comprehensive framework applicable to the Netherlands.

Explorative research

The research also made use of explorative research, besides creating a knowledge basis
through the review of existing academic research and literature. Creswell and Creswell
(2018) see explorative research as a useful part of mixed-method research, the explorative
research in this research was in the form of an internship. In the context of an internship,
exploratory research aligns with this methodology by allowing interns to collect qualitative
data through experiences, observations, and conversations. These experiences helped later
form a structured approach to testing hypotheses or developing practical frameworks for this
research. The explorative research additionally helped tailor-build professional competencies
and aided in constructing theories emerging from real-world work settings. This explorative
research, in the form of an internship, was carried out at Duurzaam Energie Perspectief
(DEP). DEP is a subsidiary of the grid operator Alliander and works on innovation projects
both internally and externally. The internship mainly took place in the team working on so-
called GEO projects (Area-based Energy Solutions). These combined spatial and energetic
disciplines to solve energy-related problems (especially grid congestion) for external parties
such as municipalities. During the internship, multiple cases were experienced where
strategic energy planning was seen as a means to alleviate issues on the electrical grid or a
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process through which municipal plans were able to be realised whilst combatting grid
congestion.

The first case was in the province of North Holland. In this case, houses were being realised
in a certain section of a business park which forced certain businesses to move to the
southeast side of the park. The issue is that the businesses have the character of large-scale
consumers of electricity. However, due to the already high demand for mid-converter stations
in the area, these large-scale consumers cannot be supplied the more than 2 MW power
they need to operate. Essentially making their move to the newly allocated plots impossible
(Duurzaam Energie Perspectief, personal communication, February, 2023).

A second case that was experienced during the internship was in a municipality in the
province of North Brabant. Here the local government is looking to change a plot of unused
land into a small industrial park. The current ‘green field’ is situated next to a highway,
residential areas, and a pre-existing industrial park. The issue is that the municipality is
experiencing congestion on the network, namely the high voltage network. This results in the
possible companies who are looking to locate on the new park would not be able to get a
connection to the energy network and thus will not be able to operate. Making the plans of
the municipality to make use of the underused real estate difficult (Duurzaam Energie
Perspectief, personal communication, February, 2023).

These two cases illustrate the growing need for strategic energy planning within Dutch
municipalities. However, the municipalities hire a consulting company for their issues, which
indicates a lack of expertise in strategic energy planning within municipalities. Municipalities
see the issues experienced as a single large-scale issue in the form of electrical grid
congestion, without the wider context of strategic planning surrounding it. Leading to an
interest in the problems experienced by municipalities and how they react to these issues in
the context of strategic energy planning. These experiences and interests formed the basis
for the research question of the master thesis.

Interviews

At first, the research was carried out only in a qualitative form, through the usage of
interviews. This is in order to better understand the complex situations per municipality. The
interview questions were made in a semi-structured form to create more space for
interviewees to elaborate on answers and for the interviewer to follow up on certain answers.
The questions were divided into topics, these topics were: The role of the municipality,
departments and disciplines of the municipality, issues with grid congestion, and information
sharing and differences among municipalities. Interview subjects were contacted through
email, the contact details were gained through the network of colleagues at Duurzaam
Energie Perspectief. The contacted interviewees were civil servants of different municipalities
and a consultant for municipalities on the energy transition. The interviewees were asked to
participate in research for a master thesis for the Radboud University. The subject of the
research at the time as given to the interviewees was: “How the operation of the municipality
changes when faced with energy-related issues such as electricity grid congestion.” All
interviews were done digitally, to best accommodate the schedules of all interviewees and to
aid in the digitalisation of the interviews for further analysis. At the start of every interview,
the interviewees were guaranteed that their anonymity was safeguarded throughout the
research and if at any point they wanted to halt the interview and rescind their answers then
they were in their right to do so. This was done through a text given in the study guide of the
master thesis program and said the following: “If you consent, an audio recording of this
interview will be made to ensure the accuracy of the study. The recording will be used as
research data. The interview will take approximately one hour. The interview notes are
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anonymised, meaning that it is nearly impossible to trace data back to you. We do this by
removing all information leading to you as an individual from the research data (such as your
name, contact information, or any other mentioned individuals) and replacing it with a
pseudonym” (Lentferink, 2023). Only after this was said to the interviewee was the recording
started, to ensure that they agreed to the recording before the researcher started the
recording.

Through the process of interviewing the three contacted interviewees, it became evident that
many issues experienced were context-specific to each municipality. The civil servants
explained insightful cases for their municipalities, however, they were very detailed and not
easily projected onto other cases. If the research were to be generalisable for the entire
Netherlands, a large number of municipalities would have to be interviewed. Creating a
workload and scope too grand for the time given for this research. Following the three
interviews the decision was made to shift to a more quantitative form of research to create a
better representation of the Netherlands. Even though another form of data gathering was
chosen, the interviews were nonetheless useful, by adding additional knowledge on how
municipalities operate and the issues experienced besides the grid congestion. The findings
from the three interviews were used as a basis for the survey questions.

Survey

For the research, the decision was made to use a quantitative approach for data collection
after it became evident that a qualitative approach would not generate enough results to
research the entire Netherlands. The survey questions were made using an iterative
approach on the basis of knowledge gathered from the other three forms of data collection
mentioned before. At first, Google Forms was used to create an online distributed survey, but
this was found to be insufficient for the research due to limitations in options. After Google
Forms, Qualtrics was chosen as the platform to create the survey and distribute it. The
guestions went through multiple iterations after feedback was gathered by first sharing it with
the thesis supervisor and peer review by multiple students. The survey started with a short
introduction to the topic and definitions used in the research, after which a short text on the
anonymity and usage of data was given. The text on the rights of the respondents was as
follows: “The questionnaire you fill in is anonymised, meaning it is impossible to trace the
answers back to you. We do this by removing all information leading to you as an individual
from the survey data (such as your name, contact details or any other information leading to
you as an individual). Survey responses are analysed by the researchers and used for
scientific articles and presentations. The data will be described in the study in anonymised
form, so will not be directly traceable to your organisation. Should you nevertheless have any
complaints or problems, you can always contact the principal researcher: (name and emalil
address of researcher)” (From survey, translated from Dutch by author). The survey was
distributed to all municipalities in the Netherlands, through the general contact email of each
municipality with the question to forward the survey link to the relevant civil servant. The
timeframe in which the survey was able to be filled in, was 3 months, from November to
January.
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Operationalisation Survey

To determine when sufficient responses have been generated for a survey involving all 342
Dutch municipalities, multiple characteristics of the municipalities had to be taken into
account. The key to ensuring sufficient responses is representativeness rather than solely
sheer numbers. In this research the responses must adequately reflect the diversity of
municipalities in terms of:

1. Location, municipalities from all provinces or geographical regions.
2. Size, both small and large municipalities in terms of population.
3. RES Regions, municipalities from each of the 30 RES regions in the Netherlands.

If any subgroup is underrepresented, the results may not provide a complete or accurate
picture for that subgroup, however it may still be representative for the national level. When
looking at statistical sciences independent from the subject matter of the research the
required response can be calculated. The number of responses required depends on:

Confidence Level: Most often set at 95%.
Margin of Error: +5% or +10%

Population Size: In this research 342 municipalities, the total of all municipalities in the
Netherlands

For a 95% confidence level and a £5% margin of error approximately 181 responses are
needed. If a larger margin of error is acceptable (+10%), about 76 responses are sufficient.
Due to the small population size of 342 municipalities a larger margin of error is acceptable
as with a smaller margin of error the response would have to be larger than 50% of the
population (Field, 2018).

So, in direct numbers the survey should generate a response larger than 76 responses and
adding to that the responses should be spread across the provinces of the Netherlands and
all RES-regions should be represented.

Response
The survey has a total response of 80 municipalities. Meeting the set threshold of 76
respondents when applying a 10% margin of error and a confidence level of 95%.

Response per province
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Figure 3, Response to survey divided by province, Source: Survey done by author
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When analysing the spread across the Netherlands, the response has resulted in every
province of the Netherlands being represented. With most provinces having a representation
of 20% or more of the municipalities that responded. The notable outliers are Flevoland and
Zeeland for a low response, both only having a response of one. The percentage score of
Zuid-Holland is also notably low, this can be accredited to the high number of municipalities
in Zuid-Holland.

For the representation of the RES regions, there are 30 RES regions in the Netherlands. The
respondents are situated in 27 of those 30 RES regions. Two of the three missing RES
regions are made up of one municipality each, implicating that if you miss that one
municipality you immediately miss the entire RES-region. The one RES-region that is
missing and is comprised of multiple municipalities is Midden-Holland which is comprised of
five municipalities.

For the representation of population size among the responding municipalities there are
three categories in which the municipalities can be organized:

Small scale municipality; <30.000 citizens,
Medium scale municipality 30.000 to 100.000 citizens,
Large scale municipality >100.000 citizens
(Netwerken Van Onze Leden | VNG, n.d.)

Response (in Total NL (in
municipalities) municipalities)

< 30.000 35 152 23%
30.000 - 39 158 25%
100.000

> 100.000 6 32 19%

Table 1, Response to survey divided by population, Source: Survey done by author

Each category is represented by 20% or more of the total population. Creating an even
spread for response across the three pre-determined categories. Having each category
being represented by one fifth of the population and with the middle category being
represented by a quarter of the population.

Analysis of data

The data gathered through the online survey platform Qualtrics was exported in an Excel file.
First, all incomplete entries were removed, as some respondents did not finish filling out the
survey or had not provided the name of their organisation. After the removal of invalid
entries, all valid entries were given additional characteristics that were not questions in the
survey. The additional characteristics were: Size in population, province, and RES region.
Most questions in the survey were open questions, resulting in long and varied answers
between respondents. The answers to open questions were coded to aid in the statistical
analysis of the survey. The codes were not created before the analysis, but rather based on
the answers themselves to better reflect the statements given by respondents. For the
analysis relations were attempted to be found between characteristics and certain responses
to questions. When certain patterns were found in the response, then it was juxtaposed to
the framework and theory to form an explanation and conclusion.
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4. Results

Problems as experienced by the municipality
Dutch agenda setting understanding through three independent streams

For the analysis of the results of the survey conducted among the municipalities of the
Netherlands, a framework was created with Kingdon's Multiple Stream approach and
research by Krog and Sperling (2019). The results will be divided into the Problem, Policy,
and Politics streams. By dividing the results that were gathered from the municipalities of the
Netherlands into these three categories, a clearer picture of the current state of strategic
energy planning in the Netherlands can be made. Municipal planning and governmental
politics are complicated issues with a social basis, theory is never able to fully describe the
reality. However, the framework created for this research helps with the explanation of the
complicated subject matter. The Problem stream describes the issues as experienced by the
local governments, issues that they see as cause for action within the municipal agenda. The
Policy stream illustrates the national policies that can cause unforeseen problems and how
the municipality reacts to the Problem stream in the form of municipal plans. The Politics
stream describes the political landscape in which agenda setting for strategic energy
planning takes place and the problems that the political landscape can cause for the
municipality. Once the results are divided and analysed separately, they are able to be
brought together again to illustrate a coherent picture of the agenda-setting that Dutch
municipalities go through to implement strategic energy planning. This will help show the
obstacles that municipalities experience and the subsequent actions they take to counter
those obstacles.

The problem stream in the context of Dutch energy planning

The Problem stream in Kingdon's Multiple Stream approach pertains to the issues
experienced by the studied subjects. In the context of this research and the domain of energy
within municipalities, problems can be a myriad of occurrences. Physical issues can be
region-specific, such as the widespread urbanism creating the need for an extensive energy
transportation network or a lack of available space to install wind or solar energy production.
Problems can also take an intangible form, such as monetary constraints. Policy and Politics
can become their own problems, in the form of legislative hindrances and political opposition,
this will be discussed in the subsequent subchapters. In Dutch municipal planning, the
problem stream is a dynamic interplay of data, narratives, and power. Issues like climate
adaptation find their way into the political agenda through strategic framing by actors,
catalyzed by crises. Kingdon's framework underscores that problems are not just observed,
they are constructed and contextual. Rather than being self-evident, issues become
problems only when policy actors frame them as matters requiring government intervention.
In other words, it is not the objective conditions alone (like a rise in energy demand) that
trigger policy action, but the way those conditions are defined and communicated. How an
issue is perceived depends on the social and political environment. The same set of facts
might be seen as a crisis in one context and as a minor concern in another. This context
influences which issues catch the attention of policymakers and at what time.
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All municipalities experience widespread hindrance from energy-related issues.

For the Problem stream in this research, it can Min Average Max
be clearly stated that almost all municipalities

have at least some energy-related problems. Drenthe 10 37 71
These energy-related problems not only affect Flevoland 20 20 20
the energy sector, but also have negative Fryslan 14 44 67
externalities for the municipality as a whole. Gelderland 0 37 90
When the municipalities were asked what Groningen 20 35 50
percentage of plans in the municipality were Limburg 10 44 100
hindered or delayed by energy-related Noord- 5 28 71
problems, they responded on average two out Brabant

of five plans, with the lowest average per Noord- 5 44 100
province being one in five and the highest at Holland

46%. Some municipalities responded that all of ~ Overijssel 5 46 100
their projects were impeded by energy-related ~ Utrecht 6 41 80
problems, and one municipality indicated that Zeeland 40 40 40
no hindrance was experienced at the time of Elléll?a;nd 3 35 80

the survey. This high average percentage of

obstructions shows how urgent the problem is Table 2, Response to question: What percentage of plans are
.. .. . . hindered by energy related issues? Source: Survey done by

for the municipalities. With externalities author

reaching projects that were not normally

focused on energy or sustainability. These negative consequences often land in the spatial

planning domain. A big hindrance for municipalities is the congestion on the electrical grid.

High fluctuations of feeding electricity into the grid and demanding electricity from the grid

are overloading the current network of the Netherlands. The overloading causes a myriad of

problems in the municipality, among these:

1. This congestion causes the grid-operators to halt the limitless connections to the
Dutch grid.

2. Industrial companies cannot get a large-scale connection to the grid (>2 MW), being
unable to expand their business practises and turn their natural gas operated
practices into greener electricity based processes.

3. Dutch municipalities are not able to create new residential areas to combat the
housing shortage in the Netherlands, due to the newly build neighbourhoods having a
much higher electricity demand than old neighbourhoods because they are not
allowed to connect to the natural gas grid.

The spatial planning departments of municipalities can see their plans to alleviate other
issues in the municipality, such as housing and green transportation, being halted by
overarching energy-related issues such as the grid-congestion problem. The high averages
for all provinces indicate that location does not necessarily implicate an exemption from
energy-related issues. This however does not mean that location does not have an impact on
the type of energy-related issues or the time from which it was experienced. This merely
shows that currently over the whole of the Netherlands municipalities experience a large
amount of hindrance from energy-related issues that impact plans and policies planned by
the municipalities.
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The amount of plans hindered by energy is the main motivator for municipalities to
implement strategic energy planning

In the response to the question of projects hindered by Average % of
energy-related issues, it can be summarized that plans hindered
municipalities do see this as an important issue. As by energy
illustrated in the framework created in this research on the Always 1%

basis of Kingdon's MSA, problems are the main motivator Since 1 year 52%

for change within the municipal agenda. So, when looking at ~ Since 2to 4 years = 31%
the implementation of strategic energy planning, it should be ~ Since 5to 10 43%
seen that the amount of hindrance experienced would years

1 H - .. . 0,
translate into some change of policy in the municipality. Other 21%
Table 3, Percentage of plans hindered compared to

So, when we look at how many projects are hampered by how long strategic energy planning has been
energy-related issues, compared to how long strategic important to the municipality. Source: Survey done by
energy planning has been important to municipalities, certain ““""

findings come to the surface (see Table 3). What can be clearly stated is that municipalities

that have only been attaching importance to strategic energy planning for a year also have a
high percentage of projects hindered (52%). Only the group that answered that strategic

energy planning has always been important had a higher percentage. This result is skewed
and can be ignored for the research, due to only one municipality belonging to this category

and they stated that 71% of projects are obstructed. This high percentage of problems faced

by municipalities may have prompted municipalities to put strategic energy planning on the
municipal agenda. However, as it has only recently been put on the agenda, it has not been
able to eliminate the problems caused by the energy-related problems. Strategic energy
planning is a long-term planning process and so the municipalities that have only recently
implemented it will need time to assess the impact that the implementation has had on their
high percentage of plans hindered by energy-related issues.

There is arelation between nationwide energy-related issues and the implementation
of strategic energy planning

Strategic energy planning is a cooperation between multiple departments of a municipality
and whilst the sustainability department already valued energy highly, the spatial planning
department only started seeing importance when their proposed projects were hindered by
the field of energy. These municipalities with high levels of energy-related issues now see
their plans being cancelled or put on hold and thus the departments started working together
to combat these issues, resulting in strategic energy planning being put on the municipal
agenda. This explains the percentage distribution of the time in which the municipalities have
started to implement strategic energy planning. In the majority of municipalities, energy has
been an important issue within the organization for two to four years and a quarter of
respondents state that it has been an important issue for five to ten years. These times
coincide with the growing problems on the electrical grid of the Netherlands. In 2018/2019
the first bottlenecks in the grid were identified by TenneT and local grid operators. In 2022
the first stops on connections in certain areas of the Netherlands were announced (Redactie
DuurzaamBedrijfsleven.nl, 2021). This all shows that Problems, especially ones felt across
the Netherlands, are driving factors for change in the operation of the municipalities. The
energy-related issues are a strong motivator for municipalities to put strategic energy
planning onto the municipal agenda, by way of making multiple departments see the urgency
for change.
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Location of municipality can influence the amount and time at which issues are
experienced

How long has strategic energy planning been important
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Figure 4, Response to question on importance of SEP divided by province, Source: survey done by author

Problems are not experienced equally across the Netherlands, even though all provinces of
the Netherlands have an average of 40% of plans hindered. The time at which the issues
started having an effect in the municipality and the nature of the problems varies per
province. There is a relation between location and the
energy-related problems being experienced. The fact
that energy-related problems influence the importance
of strategic energy planning explains the difference in
time when municipalities started implementing strategic
energy planning. The results in Figure 5 show that the
answers are similar for Limburg, Noord-Brabant, and
Overijssel. These three provinces are all located in the
Enexis operating area, which suggests a link between B iR B e s

energy relevance for municipalities and grid operators.  m enexis Netbeheer Stedin

This can fall under the Proximity subdivision, as location ® “*"* W Wemindivte Ne:bme“dd.
decides under which grid operator the municipality Figure 5, Grid operator division Netherlands,
operates, and thus when energy-related issues were Source: Netbeheernederland (n.d.)
experienced. Groningen and Drenthe also fall within the

Enexis operating zone. All municipalities in Groningen state that energy has been an

important issue for 5 to 10 years. This can be explained by the presence of gas fields in the
province and the halving of gas extraction in 2018, which has increased awareness of energy

in the province. Thus, creating salience for energy issues in the province of Groningen and

the municipalities within Groningen. Drenthe is a sparsely populated province compared to

other provinces in the Netherlands, with low levels of industry. As of yet not many restrictions

are being put on the electrical grid for housing by grid operators giving Drenthe a slight
advantage in strategic planning with the electrical grid in mind (Vinkenvleugel, 2023).

Elektriciteit .~
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Funding and space are an important experienced issue, though the size of
municipality does not have an impact on this

The grid limitations are a large hindrance for the

municipalities, though it is not the only problem that has Money and/or
an effect on the agenda of the municipalities. An issue space as Issue
that is experienced equally across all sizes of et st

municipalities is the shortage of space and/or funding 30.000 - 33%

(see Table 4). In this research, it can be seen that there is = 100.000

no impact of the size of a municipality on the amount at >100.000 29%

which space and money are seen as the main hindrance = 4 Amount of municipalities that

to the implementation of strategic energy planning. In responded that money and/or space is an issue
other words, having a larger population does not translate in implementing strategic energy planning,
into more funding being available for energy policies. divided by size. Source: Survey done by author

Neither does having a larger population translate into
having fewer square meters available for the implementation of energy infrastructure.

Funding and space are an issue tied to the location of the municipality

However, when the response is divided into the Money and/or space as
respective provinces of the respondents, a issue

difference can be seen. Drenthe has the highest Drenthe 60%

percentage of the provinces (with more than one Flevoland 100%

respondent), as 60% of municipalities indicated that = Fryslan 33%

funding and/or space is an issue. North-Holland Gelderland 21%

equally has a high percentage at 55%. Overijssel Groningen 50%

and Gelderland both score the lowest with 11% and Limburg 40%

21% respectively. This illustrates the importance of ~Noord-Brabant = 24%
Proximity for the Problem stream and subsequent ~ Noord-Holland  55%

agenda setting. This does not mean that Overijssel 11%
municipalities with the same spatial characteristics, =~ Utrecht 33%
also experience the same issues. Drenthe and Zeeland 0%

North-Holland . ith . Table 5, Amount of municipalities that responded that money
orth-Holland are provinces with opposing and/or space is an issue in implementing strategic energy

characteristics. North-Holland has the second planning, divided by province. Source: Survey done by author
highest number of inhabitants at just under three

million inhabitants, whilst Drenthe has around 500.000 inhabitants. Both provinces have a

similar size in square kilometres. lllustrating that issues experienced are context-specific and

not necessarily tied to a certain characteristic of the province or municipality.

Low population density municipalities struggle with available space due to strict land-
use regulations

Surprisingly, whilst being so sparsely populated, municipalities in Drenthe mainly stated that
a lack of space is the limiting factor for the energy planning in the municipality, whilst
municipalities in North-Holland stated that finances were the limiting factor. Drenthe's
municipalities report a lack of space as the primary constraint for energy planning. This may
be due to the rural and natural landscape of the province, which includes large areas of
agricultural land and protected natural areas. These spaces are often subject to strict land-
use regulations and conservation efforts. This makes it challenging to allocate land for
energy infrastructure such as solar farms, wind turbines or grid facilities. On top of that, if the
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municipality was able to allocate large amounts of land to electricity-producing industries,
such as wind turbines and solar farms, then the national and local grid would still not be able
to handle the increase in production. The grid of Drenthe is the least developed in the
Netherlands, due to Drenthe historically having a low population density and low levels of
industry.

Higher population density translates to higher investment costs for energy related
infrastructure

North-Holland's municipalities cite financial constraints as the primary barrier to energy
planning. As one of the most densely populated provinces, North-Holland faces higher costs
for energy infrastructure development. This is because of obstacles such as land scarcity,
elevated property values, and the need to integrate renewable energy systems into densely
built urban environments. Additionally, the complexity of aligning energy planning with
competing economic and social priorities in urbanized areas could further strain municipal
budgets.

Problems motivate the municipalities in the same direction, but the problems are
context dependent across the Netherlands

From this research, it can be concluded that the electrical grid in the Netherlands is one of
the most driving Problems that motivates municipalities to implement strategic energy
planning. Whilst not all municipalities experienced the issues at the same time and thus did
not react with policy at the same time, they do all move in the same direction due to the
experienced Problems. The Problems are not homogeneous across the Netherlands, whilst
congestion on the grid is an overarching problem, region-specific issues do influence the
operation and agenda of the municipalities. It cannot be divided into characteristics that
influence the problems regardless of location, but it needs to be analysed within the whole
context of the researched subject. There is no theoretical rule to be made that a high amount
of hindrance experienced from budgetary or spatial constraints does not automatically mean
that is a sparsely or highly populated area.

Policy as a hidden problem
Policy stream in the context of Dutch energy planning

In Kingdon's Multiple Streams Approach, the policy stream refers to the ongoing process
through which policy solutions and proposals are generated and implemented by
stakeholders. In the Netherlands' energy transition, this stream is evident in the national
policies addressing the shift from fossil fuels to renewables. Dutch policymakers have
implemented solutions like offshore wind farms in the North Sea, solar energy incentives,
and restrictions on the usage of natural gas. Examples of iterative policymaking are: phasing
out Groningen's natural gas extraction due to earthquakes, and accelerated the refinement of
policies like heating grid transitions and subsidies for residential heat pumps. Changes in
policy are influenced by the Problem stream, as issues on a national level increase the need
for change. The earthquakes in Groningen are a good example of a Policy window in which
the government was able to alter the policy on the usage of natural gas. Policies have a top-
down effect, as EU policy influences national policy, and national policy, in turn, influences
municipal policy.
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Collective Heat grids as a smart energy solution

Policies are created as a reaction to problems experienced by the municipality or at a
national level. The policies created by the national government have an impact on what a
municipality is able to do. This creates a situation in which a policy can become a problem
itself. A policy issue that was mentioned eleven times as a limiting factor for energy planning
was the delayed implementation of The Collective Heat Act (CHA). The implementation of
the CHA would give more clarity to the approach the government will take and subsequently,
a more robust energy system can be achieved. Municipalities are searching for ways in
which to promote more sustainable forms of energy usage within privately owned buildings.
The collective heat grids are a smart energy solution that would help with this goal, as
heating takes up ~60% of residential energy demand (Department of Energy and Climate
Change, 2015). To make the heating grids financially interesting, a large group of
homeowners must all connect to the grid and pay for the residual heat used in the system.
(The Collective Heat Act is further explained in the appendix of this research.) With the
implementation of the CHA, municipalities will be forced to take a majority shareholder
position in the heating grids. With the vested interest of a public entity like the municipality in
the heating grids, consumers can be assured of economically fair conditions and continued
operation.

Uncertainty created by delay creates a stalemate

However, the delay created uncertainty for the municipalities, a respondent stated: "Yes,
much is already being pre-sorted for the new CHA, but without the handles already in place.
This creates a huge area of tension, because waiting for the legislation is also not an option if
we want to speed up.” (Translated from Dutch by author, response in survey). This puts a
hold on a Policy window for Dutch municipalities to implement smart energy systems. When
municipalities do not know whether they need to operate a heat grid or not, then they will be
hesitant to allocate resources to the project. Privately owned heat grid operators, who
currently are the majority of operators in the Netherlands, will not invest more in their
networks. As future ownership of the networks and return on investment are unsure. This
creates a stalemate for collective heating grids in the Netherlands. Smart energy systems
(which collective heating grids are a form of) are a crucial part of strategic energy planning in
the framework of Krog & Sperling (2019).

Nature conservation restricts the land use for energy projects

Another law that was mentioned eleven times as an obstacle for the municipalities is the
'Nature Protection Act'. This law added responsibility given to municipalities from a national
level, this meant another added responsibility and land claim for the municipalities. (The
Nature Protection Act is further explained in the appendix of this research). However, this law
often clashes with the implementation of renewable energy policy. Wind turbines cannot be
placed due to the presence of endangered birds or solar PV fields are not allowed to
conserve biodiversity. This seems contradictory to some respondents as renewable energy is
meant to conserve nature but due to the conservation laws, green energy solutions are
prohibited. The law is a hindrance for municipalities that would otherwise have enough space
within the confines of the municipality to implement renewable energy projects. Examples of
such hindrances are: no additional wind turbines in Almere due to the risk of protected birds
hitting the blades when flying from the Oostvaardersplassen or proposed solar installations in
areas designated for ecological restoration were halted due to concerns over habitat
fragmentation and loss of biodiversity. The NPA's requirement for integrated environmental
permits forces developers to prove no significant harm to local ecosystems, a hurdle that has
stalled projects or redirected them to less contentious but less optimal sites.
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The Collective Heat Act and Nature Conservation Act play a role in hindering strategic
energy planning, but are not the main obstruction

Implementation of strategic energy planning
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Figure 6, Response to question on implementing SEP divided by province, Source; Survey done by author

The delay of the CHA and the obstruction that the Nature Conservation Act provides may be
a factor in the implementation of energy projects and policies for municipalities. However, it
cannot be concluded that it is the main obstacle for municipalities. North Holland has the
highest percentage of municipalities stating that they do not have any strategic energy
planning policies implemented (64% of the population) (See Figure 7). However, only one of
the municipalities in North Holland that has not implemented strategic energy planning
policies stated that hindrances by the two aforementioned laws are to blame. The second
highest number of municipalities that have not implemented strategic energy planning
policies is in the province of North Brabant (41% of the population). Half of the municipalities
that stated to not have implemented strategic energy planning policies, state that this was
due to or partially to blame on either the delay of the CHA or the Nature Conservation Act.

Small gains for municipalities by focussing on municipal property

The hindrances experienced by national policy mainly affect large-scale energy projects.
These projects would have a large impact on the energy infrastructure and usage of the
municipalities and Netherlands. But there are also small gains to be realized through
municipal policy which are easier to implement. 46 of the 80 responding municipalities
include the increase of sustainability of municipal property in their response to the question
about measures to reduce carbon dioxide emissions within the municipality. This shows that
they are playing a leading role on the road to zero emissions. This can also be attributed to
the influence of the municipality, as it has full control over the operation of municipal
buildings, but less influence over private property such as businesses and homes. For most
municipalities, improving the sustainability of municipal property is an easy first step. In
addition, the electrification of municipal vehicles was mentioned in 21 of the responses. This
is a part of the larger policy of more sustainable transportation in the municipality. Another
part of the larger transportation policy within larger municipalities is an increase in low-
emission zones in city centers, to combat inner-city pollution (Milieuzones in Nederland |
Milieuzones in Nederland, n.d.). Municipalities must adapt their vehicle fleet to be able to
comply with their pollution zones.
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Politics as a hidden problem
The politics stream in the context of Dutch energy planning

The politics stream encompasses the broader political environment, this includes public
opinion, electoral dynamics, and power struggles among political actors. It determines
whether a problem gains traction and whether proposed solutions align with the political
climate. For policy change to occur, the politics stream must align with the problem and
policy streams during a "policy window". Civil servants in ministries (for example Economic
Affairs and Climate Policy) are able to shape the political agenda, filtering which solutions
align with political goals. In the Netherlands, the politics stream acts as both a catalyst and a
barrier to energy transition. Shifts in public opinion, coalition negotiations, and institutional
battles define which policies advance. While Kingdon's framework shows "policy windows", it
also highlights the need for policy entrepreneurs to navigate fragmented political landscapes
and sustain momentum when the opportunity arises.

Issues with interdepartmental cooperation mainly prominent in smaller municipalities

This research looked at the political situation within the municipalities of the Netherlands to
further understand the dynamics of agenda-setting pertaining to strategic energy planning.
When looking at the politics of municipalities,

there is a difference in the way municipalities

of different sizes work. While small

municipalities often stick to rigid roles for < 30.000 26%
teams within the municipality, larger 30.000 - 100.000 222/0
municipalities have more FTEs to set up new > 100.000 14%
departments within the municipality. This Table 6, Percentage of how often cooperation was given as main

. . . issue, divided by size of municipalities. Source: Survey done by
leads to problems with collaboration in author

smaller municipalities. More than a quarter of

small municipalities state that they have problems with different teams working together to
find, create, and implement a solution to an energy-related issue. For large municipalities,
this proportion is only 14% (see Table 6). In small municipalities, renewable energy
strategies are mostly developed in the sustainability teams, but implementation is the
responsibility of the civil planning department, which often resists such plans because they
conflict with other plans in their teams or because they do not have the necessary capacity.

The lack of cooperation between departments was shown in a response by an interviewee,
who said the following: “Very importantly, all relevant departments need to understand each
other better. If there is little or no communication, it creates friction internally, which is not
conducive to making(bigger) changes in society. Every department has its objectives.
Working integrally, in other words. And this also requires space (capacity, time) from other
departments to be involved in new projects. (Translated from Dutch by author, respondent in
survey)”

Internal consensus forming is a large hindrance for the small municipalities, due to their rigid
department structure. It can be mainly put down to a lack of FTE. Smaller municipalities do
not have the facilities to keep up and adapt to new legislation. Over the past years, there has
been an increase in the decentralization of government tasks, meaning more issues become
the responsibility that fall into the domain of the municipality (Energy, asylum seekers, youth
welfare). This puts a strain on the capabilities of the departments of the municipalities, as the
departments first focus on their individual tasks, before cooperation for interdepartmental
issues can be achieved.
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Complexity due to multiple problems in one space as leading issue for large
municipalities

The hindrances that small municipalities experience are less present with the large
municipalities, as there is an evident decrease in measured hindrance experienced by lack of
cooperation. This can be attributed to large municipalities having larger resources in the form
of available personnel for interdepartmental issues, flexibility is offered to the municipalities
to create more departments with more specialized tasks. The greater flexibility that a high
number of full-time equivalents offers to large municipalities also has a downside. In this
research, this is shown by the fact that large municipalities cite the complexity of the problem
as their biggest hurdle. 43% of large municipalities indicate that their energy-related solutions
are hindered by the complexity of the issue. This means that the large number of factors and
stakeholders within the municipality lead to conflicting demands on budget and land. A larger
number of departments means a larger group to reach a consensus.

The struggle with the complexity within large municipalities was evident in the response to
the survey. One of the larger municipalities responded to the question about obstacles in the
realisation process as follows: “The simultaneous realisation of all tasks (climate, sewerage,
energy etc etc) in 1 area/neighbourhood. The obstacle is the lack of mutual commitment.
Parties are not obliged to participate. This is area depreciation driven. There are many more
obstacles, so the above is not exhaustive. (Translated from Dutch by author, respondent in
survey)”

So, whilst large municipalities have the facilities to create specialized teams for complex
issues, that does not translate to greater ease in problem-solving. This due to the larger pool
of issues getting attention, does not mean a larger pool of resources in the form of land or
funding being available for those issues. Creating conflicting resource demands, where a
municipality must choose levels of importance for present issues.

Small and large municipalities both experience the problem of resource allocation for
issues, what leads to this issue differs among different sized municipalities.

What can be concluded from the results of the survey is that small and large municipalities
experience similar issues in politics for energy-related issues, namely the placement of
importance within their wider municipal agenda. However, the reason behind it differs based
on the size of the municipality. Where small municipalities experience a lack of available
personnel to tackle all issues and thus a lack of cooperation between departments to tackle
all issues in the domain of the municipality. Larger municipalities do have the available
personnel to give attention to all issues, this in turn creates conflicting demands for resource
allocation like land or funding. So, it can be concluded that small and large municipalities
have issues with the number of problems in their municipality, but the difference lies within
the problems creating the issue of problem overload.
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Inhabitants as stakeholders more prominent in smaller municipalities

What role does awareness-raising play in promoting energy planning and
sustainability within your municipality?
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Figure 7, Response on raising awareness among within municipality, Source: Survey done by author

The politics of municipalities does not limit itself to the boundaries of the town hall. The
municipality is a public domain entity meaning it has to answer to and cooperate with the
residents of the municipality. This creates another stakeholder in the political climate for
policy implementation. The residents of the municipality have a say in deciding which plans
are implemented and which are not. When looking at the importance a municipality places on
raising awareness of energy-related issues and policies among the inhabitants of the
municipality (Figure 8), it can be seen that the larger a municipality is the lower the
importance placed on it. More than 70% of small municipalities (<30.000) stated that raising
awareness among the population plays a big role in the realization of energy-related
planning. This means the smaller a municipality is, the more emphasis is placed on informing
and raising awareness among the population. This means that smaller municipalities
consider the opinion of the average citizen more valuable or give it more weight than larger
municipalities.

This creates a political climate for the smaller municipalities in which ordinary residents, who
do not engage daily with the drafting of legislation are an important stakeholder in the
development of energy-related policies. Smaller municipalities would then need to spend
more resources comparatively than larger municipalities to get the inhabitants on board with
municipal plans and policies. This could be in the form of meetings, information evenings,
and surveys. This is whilst small municipalities already struggle with personnel allocation as
described earlier in this research when discussing cooperation issues within small
municipalities. Inhabitants are important stakeholders, especially for small municipalities, and
in the framework of this research, it is outlined that getting the stakeholders on board with
policy is important to creating Policy windows. So, while the personnel available is strained,
small municipalities must still allocate their time to convince the inhabitants of their
municipality.
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5. Conclusion

This research aimed to answer the main question of: “What problems do municipalities
experience surrounding strategic energy planning and how do they react to these problems?”
For this purpose, a theoretical framework was made to ground the findings in theory and
literature, with at the basis Kingdon’s Multiple Stream Approach. With this framework the
main question was divided into three interdependent streams, the Problem, Policy and
Politics streams.

1. What are the problems pertaining to energy that municipalities experience?

The analysis of municipal strategic energy planning in the Netherlands reveals a complex
interplay of geographical, policy, and political factors that influence implementation. At the
base, it shows that almost all municipalities experience energy-related issues in their
operation. The survey findings underscore the impact of energy-related issues, with an
average of 38% of municipal projects hindered by such challenges. The issues are however
not uniform across the Netherlands. Geographical disparities are evident, with comparable
responses from municipalities within the same grid-operator zones. Indicating
interdependency on overarching originations like grid operators when tackling energy-related
issues and the implementation of strategic energy policies.

2. What are policies that enable or hinder action for the municipalities?

Policy implementation is hampered by legislative delays, particularly The Collective Heat Act
(CHA) and the Nature Protection Act (NPA). Their delayed enactment or restrictive clauses
create uncertainty and conflict, stalling renewable energy projects, whilst these laws aim to
structure energy transitions and protect biodiversity. While delays in enacting the Collective
Heat Act (CHA) and regulatory barriers under the Nature Protection Act may impede
municipal adoption of strategic energy planning policies, these legislative challenges are not
the main hindrances. Evident with North Holland, which reports the highest proportion of
municipalities (64%) without implemented energy planning policies. However, only one of
these municipalities cited these laws as contributing factors. Showing the limited direct
attribution to legal hindrances.

3. What is the political landscape in energy planning in the municipalities?

Political dynamics further complicate energy planning. Smaller municipalities report higher
interdepartmental collaboration challenges (26%), as opposed to larger municipalities.
Whereas larger municipalities grapple with systemic complexity (43%), reflecting the
difference in governance capacities. Public engagement emerges as a critical variable for
smaller municipalities prioritizing resident awareness (70%), contrasting with larger
municipalities' lower evaluation of public opinion.

All municipalities experience hindrance, however, the cause and extent to which it is
experienced is context dependent

The implementation of strategic energy planning in Dutch municipalities is not a uniform
process across the Netherlands. Problems leading to implementation delays are experienced
in almost every municipality irrespective of location or size. However, the nature of the issue
is not the same for every municipality. In Drenthe space is the predominant issue, whilst
North Holland has financial issues as the main hindrance to implementation. The size of the
municipality has an impact on the political issues experienced during implementation. Small
municipalities experience more interdepartmental challenges, as opposed to larger
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municipalities which experience complexity through a large array of stakeholders. All
municipalities are subject to national law, which either aids in the implementation or hinders
certain plans. Whilst it cannot be claimed that national law is a main obstruction in the
implementation, municipalities have stated that a clearer legal framework aids in reaching
municipal sustainability goals.

Best practices can be learned, but strategy must be tailored to each municipality

For the implementation of strategic energy planning in municipal policy agendas, a clear
analysis of the problems and political scene is crucial. A municipality must identify the main
obstructions to its policy implementation and distribute its resources accordingly. To reach
this goal cohesion and consensus are necessary within the political landscape. Large
municipalities must create a consensus among stakeholders on the allocation of the limited
resources, this can be done best with municipal-wide energy strategies. Smaller
municipalities have fewer internal stakeholders, but are more divided among departments,
putting the emphasis on interdepartmental cooperation. For smaller municipalities the
importance of informing, persuading, and cooperating with residents is greater than that of
large municipalities, creating a non-administrative stakeholder for strategic energy plans.
Creating different strategies to implement strategic energy planning in the municipality,
where the context of a municipality dictates the approach that is best suited. Best practices
can be learned from municipalities that were frontrunners in putting strategic energy planning
on the agenda, but not one strategy can be applied to every municipality.

Agenda setting is starting to be prominent, but change is needed for successful
implementation

In conclusion, some problems that influence the municipal agenda are the same for almost
every municipality. A good example of this is the congestion on the electrical grid in the
Netherlands. However, the full reasoning behind the change of the municipal agenda is
context-specific to the municipality. Large-scale municipalities have been better equipped to
react to the energy problems that face the municipalities, but are struggling with the
complexity of the multitude of issues that make a claim on the resources of the municipality.
Smaller municipalities struggle with cooperation between departments, due to a lack of
FTEs. Municipalities are reacting to energy-related issues by trying to implement strategic
energy planning. However, more internal cooperation is needed and a stronger municipal
strategy would help with decision-making on complex issues. Municipalities have energy-
related problems as the driving force behind the policy change, but the change has been too
recent for most municipalities to measure the effect.
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6. Discussion
Critique of the applicability of Multiple stream approach

The framework used in this research to analyse the agenda-setting surrounding the
implementation of strategic energy planning relies heavily on Kingdon's Multiple Stream
Approach (MSA). MSA offers a theoretical framework to explain the context of agenda
setting in multiple settings. Societal issues and (local) government reactions to said issues
are complex issues for which one theoretical framework will never be a complete match in
helping understand the full issue. MSA is for a lot of aspects a useful tool framework within
the limits of this research. However, there have been a number of critiques in the academic
literature for the usefulness of MSA. A main critique in the work of Shephard et al. (2020) is
that in Kingdon's approach, there is solely attention to local actors in the agenda-setting
process. In this research, there is a focus on municipalities, who mainly deal with local actors
and are themselves considered local actors, to that end Kingdon's approach is useful.
However, it cannot be ignored that the municipalities are part of a larger bureaucratic world.
Many policies of the Netherlands that impact the municipalities are influenced by policies
from the European Union or the United Nations. A law that was mentioned in this research
that directly influences the implementation of strategic energy planning of the municipalities
is the Nature Protection Act, this law is a direct consequence of nature conservation policy
from the European Union. Indicating that international players are of importance in the
context of the energy domain in the Netherlands. Therefore, the critique of Kingdon's MSA by
Shephard et al. (2020) is valid in the context of this research. In future research into this
topic, the researchers may add to the existing framework with ways of researching
international influence at the local level. With this, they are able to research the impact a
municipality may have on the agenda-setting of national and international political systems.

Organizations such as the European Union have a clear influence on the agenda of the
municipalities. It is however important to note that municipalities also can exert their influence
upon the agenda of the European Union. This influence was not able to be researched in the
research before you due to the limited scope and emphasis on the local agenda. A way in
which municipalities are able to influence the political agenda of the European Union and
United Nations is through the organization called Global Covenant of Mayors (Who We Are -
Global Covenant of Mayors, 2024). Future research may work together with the Covenant of
Mayors or use it as a case study to further research the role of municipalities in the global
political playing field. The covenant describes itself as: "The GCoM is the largest global
alliance for city climate leadership, built upon the commitment of over 12,500 cities and local
governments.” (Who We Are - Global Covenant of Mayors, 2024). Indicating that strategic
energy planning is part of the interests of the covenant, being able to add an international
aspect to the research before you.

Critiques and context for the research

For the next part of the discussion the results as discussed in the Results chapter of this
research will be further analysed and critiqued in the context of existing academic research
and literature. This is not in order to discredit the findings of the research, but to add more
context to the findings and possible explanations that could be reasoned solely from the
survey data. The scope of the research was limited, due to the nature of a Master Thesis, as
such not all variables could be considered for the research. Variables or extensions on the
research are also suggested in the following chapters. The discussion is divided in the same
way as the Results chapter for ease of reading.
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Problems
Added perspective of non-governmental organizations

In this research, the problem is explained through the illustration of issues that were
highlighted in the answers to the survey questions by Dutch municipalities. The focus of the
research is on the municipal way of working and the municipal agenda setting. However, this
agenda is not solely influenced by Problems arising within the municipal bounds. A clearly
stated issue in the research is the congestion on the electrical grid of the Netherlands and
the limits put usage of the network by regional grid operators. This results in that the agenda
of the grid operators and the consumer and market authority are crucial in forming the
agenda for municipalities. Grid operators are semi-governmental organizations, which places
them outside the conventional governmental pyramid. This placement outside of the
governmental hierarchy may cause less attention to be paid to Problems, Policies, and
Politics experienced within the agenda of these grid operators, even while these components
have a direct impact on the agenda of the municipalities and in extension grid operators. The
complete analysis of the agenda of grid operators added onto the municipalities would be too
grand for the scope of this research and so further research would be needed. The usage of
a multi-level perspective would aid in future research into the agenda-setting of these grid
operators, as the multi-level perspective is well suited for sustainable transition research and
for the analysis of non-governmental organizations (Geels, 2011).

Impact of location on the problems experienced

A finding that became evident through the research before you is that Problems are a
location-dependent issue. Where the physical characteristics dictate what issues may arise
for municipalities, which do not impact all municipalities in the Netherlands. Population
density, nature reserve proximity, and levels of industrialization are all able to increase the
severity of issues experienced by local governments. There already has been research done
on the impact of characteristics on energy availability with the grid-orientated perspective by
Zhang et al. (2020). However, the case used in this research is China, which has different
energy problems than the Netherlands. So to better understand the localized issues that
governments in the Netherlands experience further research must be done into the impact of
the local characteristics on the implementation of strategic energy planning. This research
made use of a survey to create the largest amount of reach possible, but for a better
understanding of issues specific to each municipality, an in-depth interview with multiple
municipalities as a follow-up to this research would be better suited.

Energy injustice for municipalities

The issue of limited grid availability is pervasive for most municipalities and as the research
before you showed a strong limiting factor in the implementation of strategic energy planning.
The regulation and operation of grid operators is an evident hindrance for the municipalities.
In the research done by De Winkel et al. (2025), energy injustices for users were analysed,
and municipalities can be seen as users in the context of electrical grid usage. The research
done by De Winkel et al. (2025) finds three main injustices that prevail under the current
legislation surrounding energy and grid operation: Legacy Palicies and prioritization, policy
ambiguities and uncertainty, and changing relationships.

In the Netherlands, there is currently a long waiting list for bigger connections to the electrical
grid, the earlier a user applies the higher on the waiting list they are put. Municipalities often
need timely grid access for new developments and public projects. However, the "first come,
first served" approach can delay grid upgrades and new connections. This means that
essential projects (for example: smart city initiatives to public transportation electrification)

37



can be hindered by prolonged waiting times. The delay of the Collective Heat Act causes
uncertainty, the same uncertainty applies to grid planning by the grid operators. The research
by De Winkel et al. (2025) points out that unclear regulations and inconsistent policies create
uncertainty in grid management. For municipalities, this lack of transparency can disrupt
long-term planning and investment decisions, which is caused by their inability to reliably
predict when or where grid reinforcements will occur. This uncertainty can slow down the
rollout of new municipal projects and complicate budget planning. The relationship between
municipalities and grid operators is changing, as congestion becomes a nationwide issue.
Grid operators no longer are able to listen to all the needs of municipalities individually as
combatting congestion calls for a large-scale strategy. This results in municipalities having
less direct say in the operation of grid operators. This can result in a disconnect between
local needs and the strategies deployed by grid operators, further hampering the execution of
municipally driven projects.

Policy
The necessity of the Nature Protection Act

Whilst municipalities struggle with the interference of the Nature Protection Act, it is vital to
the conservation of nature in the Netherlands that strong legal frameworks are in place to
protect it. Natural areas that contribute to the biodiversity of the Netherlands can lie in areas
that are suitable for renewable energy production. In research done by Neugarten et al.
(2024), it was found that about 10% of the areas prioritized for nature conservation (areas
representing endangered or critical nature) overlap with locations that have high potential for
renewable energy production. In global terms, this overlap amounts to roughly 4% of the
Earth's land area. For the Netherlands, these areas are mainly crucial to nitrogen and
sediment retention. So whilst municipalities see the laws surrounding nature conservation as
a hindrance, they do play an important role in the conservation of the Netherlands in the face
of renewable energy implementation.

Lead by example approach by municipalities

The solving of the national energy problems that the Netherlands and municipalities
experience is a complex problem, which requires the cooperation of many stakeholders. For
most municipalities, improving the sustainability of municipal property is an easy first step
(Zavadskas et al., 2021). This step can be taken without the involvement of multiple third
parties, as the improvement of municipal property does not need the large-scale bureaucratic
processes that new developments need. This is in line with the above considerations for
improving the sustainability of municipal property. A lead-by-example approach has been
proven to work in a corporate setting. While formal systems (performance metrics and
incentives) are important, informal systems, particularly organizational culture and leadership
are crucial drivers of sustainability success (Epstein et al., 2010). This may also influence the
municipalities to make their own property and operations sustainable in tandem with broader
legislation or as example. The successful implementation of sustainability in the workings of
the municipality also builds trust with the citizens. To show that the municipality is adept at
leading and implementing sustainability initiatives. When the trust is low citizens will initiate
their own sustainable projects without guidance or control from the municipality possibly
deviating from broader plans such as the RES-goals or at the national level. This in turn may
worsen certain issues such as the overloading of the electrical grid (Troost, 2016).
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Politics
Better cooperation between municipal departments

A pervasive issue for Dutch municipalities is the difficulty in realizing cooperation between
departments within the municipality. Implementing strategic energy planning is by definition
an interdepartmental way of working, where multiple departments of the municipality work
together to create a sustainable smart energy system. Therefore, the cooperation of these
departments is vital to realizing the policies which form strategic energy planning. The issue
and solutions to the cooperation of departments were analysed in the research done by
Mourits et al. (2024). The main focus of the research is the advancement of public health
through collaboration, but the findings of the research can still be applied to the context of
energy policy in the Netherlands. In the research of Mourits et al. (2024), they state that there
is already cooperation between departments on certain subjects, only this happens at an ad
hoc level without formal directives. Municipalities must create opportunities for departments
to work together starting from the top down. Strong leadership from municipal executives
(aldermen) and managers is critical. They must articulate a shared vision for the municipality
and translate it into integrated assignments that require interdepartmental collaboration. The
Environment and Planning Act (Omgevingswet) will help to institutionalize collaboration in
urban development projects, creating the top-down assignments that require collaboration.

The research also recommends creating multidisciplinary teams with members from both
social (health, education) and physical (housing, infrastructure) domains to work on shared
goals. Larger municipalities have a greater ability to do so than smaller municipalities due to
the larger workforce of FTEs from which to create new teams. This was already shown in the
survey done in the research before you, where smaller municipalities experienced greater
difficulty in finding collaboration between departments to further sustainable goals. Where
smaller municipalities do have an advantage is that the research by Mourits et al. (2024)
recommends using the needs of residents (safe playgrounds, green spaces) as a starting
point for joint projects, ensuring alignment between social and physical domains. As smaller
municipalities have a larger stakeholder role for residents than large municipalities, and so
the needs of residents are more easily used as a basis for bottom-up interdepartmental
projects.

Preconditions for increase in personnel

The research of Vringer et al. (2020) supports the need for interdepartmental cooperation as
a strong precondition for the increase in green policy. It posits that a general increase in
policy capacity in the form of more municipal employees does not directly increase the ability
of a municipality to implement green policies. Crucial to this increase is preconditions which
need to be met first before an increase in capacity will be able to make a positive impact. In
the research three preconditions that measurably impacted the ability to implement green
energy policy were: Increasing the motivation of administrative staff to prioritize and drive
energy transition initiatives. Enhancing participation by involving citizens and local
businesses more actively in the decision-making process. Strengthening inter-municipal
cooperation as well as collaboration with other governmental bodies. Therefore, smaller
municipalities should not exclusively focus on the increase of capacity but should strengthen
the already existing cooperation with residents. When the municipalities increase their FTE
capacity it should mainly focus on the improvement of interdepartmental cooperation.
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Recommendations

Recommendations for policy change

A possible policy change that would aid in the successful implementation of strategic energy
planning is the revaluation of the policies of the grid operators. Currently, the grid operators
are structured as publicly owned companies. They are typically owned by municipalities,
provinces, or other public entities rather than being direct government agencies. While they
operate under strict governmental regulation and are significantly influenced by public policy,
they are not governmental entities in the traditional sense. A policy recommendation would
be the nationalization of the grid operators to better align them with national and regional
policy, where they would serve reactionary to municipal policy, rather than how municipalities
are now dependent on the policy agenda of grid operators. An added revision of the grid
operator policy is the 'first come, first served' policy when it comes to large-scale connections
to the grid. If municipal plans or plans that serve a large part of the community are prioritized
over privately owned businesses, then there is a larger sense of social justice with energy

policy.

An increase in personnel or FTE is needed especially for smaller municipalities. However,
this increase should not be done in just sheer number increase within existing departments.
A focus with a new hiring strategy should be on an increase in interdepartmental cooperation
and increased connection with residents. This is in order to better implement strategic energy
planning across the departments of the municipality and create support among the residents
for proposed strategic energy plans.

Recommendation for further research

Multiple directions for research as a follow-up to the research before are possible and
advised. The first recommendation would be to further investigate the role of grid operators in
the implementation of strategic energy planning. To analyse the agenda setting of the grid
operators and the influence that municipalities are able to exert upon the agenda. A multi-
level perspective analysis could be useful to better understand the influences that are able to
decide agenda setting within the non-governmental structure of the grid operators. Another
scientific source that could be useful to the proposed research is the work on emerging
energy injustice from grid congestion by De Winkel et al. (2025), as the perceived injustices
could form a Problem and thus a catalyst for policy change in the agenda-setting of the grid
operators.

The second recommendation as an expansion upon the research before you is the deeper
analysis of the issues that municipalities experience and the context surrounding them. Due
to the constraints in the scope of this research, in-depth interviews with municipalities were
not possible. As previously stated in this research, Problems as experienced by
municipalities are context-dependent. The full impact and causes for issues experienced by
municipalities are difficult to fully assess through the medium of a survey, as long-form
explanations are not encouraged and it is difficult to ask them to expand upon their answers.
Future research with a larger scope and more available time could reach more in-depth
answers with the municipalities and create a more detailed picture of the energy-related
issues and agenda-setting of Dutch municipal planning.

A third recommendation for follow-up research is the assessment of existing municipal policy.
In the research before you, there was a main emphasis on the issues that make
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municipalities act and the way the municipalities reacted to them. However, from the
research, it became clear that a large number of municipalities were already engaged in the
implementation of strategic energy planning in some form for at least two to four years. At
this time some policies have already been implemented as a reaction to present issues,
some part of a larger strategy and some policy more ad hoc. Further research could be done
into the effectiveness of the already implemented policies on the issues which were
experienced as answered in the survey of the research before you. This research could be
done in order to learn the best practices or strategies best avoided for all municipalities in the
Netherlands, to create a more effective policy framework.
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Appendix

The Collective Heat Act

The Collective Heat Act replaces the current Heat Act, which is seen as inadequate due to
the growing scale and complexity of heat networks. The Collective Heat Act (CHA) is a Dutch
law in development aimed at accelerating the heat transition and making it more sustainable.
The law focuses on regulating collective heat distribution networks, where several homes or
buildings are connected to a shared heat source. The CHA aims to ensure the accessibility,
affordability and sustainability of heat networks. Municipalities are given a central role in the
planning and development of heat networks within their areas. They determine which
neighbourhoods will be switched to collective heat and which heat sources will be used. The
law allows for different models of ownership and management of heat networks, but
encourages cooperation between public and private parties. The aim is to create a level
playing field, avoiding monopolisation. Additionally networks must comply with strict
requirements to promote sustainability, for example through mandatory reductions in CO,
emissions. The Act is equally focussed on affordability and consumer protection. The law
sets rules to protect users from excessive costs and to provide transparency about tariffs.
This is essential because residents usually have no choice in their heat supplier once they
are connected to a heat network.

Nature Protection Act

The Nature Protection Act is a Dutch law that came into force on January 1, 2017 and
combines previous laws on the protection of natural areas, plant and animal species and
forests in the Netherlands. It replaced the Natuurbeschermingswet 1998 (Nature
Conservation Act 1998), the Flora- en faunawet (Flora and Fauna Act) and the Boswet
(Forest Act). On 1 January 2024, the Nature Conservation Act was integrated into the
Omgevingswet, which integrated the various laws on spatial planning, environmental
protection and nature conservation. This integration is intended to create a more coherent
framework for the management of the physical environment in the Netherlands. Under the
new Omgevingswet, responsibilities for nature conservation have been decentralized and
transferred to the provinces and municipalities, focusing more on region-specific policies and
strategies (Ministerie van Algemene Zaken, 2024).
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