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A B S T R A C T

Community opposition to new low-carbon energy infrastructure – and resulting project delays and cancellations 
– is increasingly taken by some climate activists, policymakers, and scholars as evidence of the incompatibility 
between urgent decarbonization and expanded public participation. This paper argues that too narrow a focus on 
this duality risks overlooking an additional mandate: the pro昀椀tability of energy capital. This paper intervenes in 
the ‘rapid vs. just transitions’ debate by arguing that building low-carbon energy infrastructure requires a 
balancing of trade-offs between speed, local support, and pro昀椀t for private developers. Using a case study of a 
controversial transmission project in the northeastern United States, I argue that project delays are attributable 
not (just) to uncooperative publics, but to energy capital’s drive for pro昀椀t, which discourages compromises with 
host communities that would increase project costs but cultivate local support. By treating the social legitimacy 
of low-carbon energy infrastructure as contingent on its ability to meet criteria for public acceptability, this paper 
argues that the slow work of public participation can in fact be the route to ‘fast policies’ for decarbonization 
when it fosters developer norms in line with community expectations for projects.

1. Introduction

Can we have an energy transition that is both fast and just? This 
tension has emerged as central to the just energy transitions literature, 
which must balance the urgency of reducing carbon emissions against 
activist, scholar, and policy demands for more just, inclusive, and 
participatory energy governance. Meaningful public participation takes 
time, and public opposition to new energy projects can lead to project 
delays or cancellations. Proponents of energy justice – theorized through 
the “three tenets” of distributive, procedural, and recognition justice 
[1], among other justice principles [2–5] – are therefore increasingly 
placed in the epistemologically and politically uncomfortable position of 
observing local communities kill clean energy projects. This paper is 
concerned with the politics that emerge at the con昀氀uence of these two 
demands: the urgent need to decarbonize and the slow work of public 
participation.

Broadly speaking, these two goals are often taken as antagonistic. 
Skjølsvold & Coenen [6] note that there have been limited prior studies 
that bridge discussions that advocate “fast policy” in energy transitions 
with those that advocate making those transitions more inclusive and 
democratic. Reviewing the literature on transitions in geography and 
science and technology studies, the authors observe that the “lack of 

enough time” is identi昀椀ed as “delegitimizing participatory processes 
[because] participatory and democratic processes require time – a 
resource that in practice is often scarce” (p. 3), pointing to a need to go 
beyond a simpli昀椀ed vision of “chronopolitics.”

Newell et al. [7] tie the tensions between “rapid” and “just transi-
tions” to a need to understand the technical and 昀椀nancial roles of in-
cumbents, as well as questions of “legitimacy” in energy decision- 
making. The authors go on to argue that “participatory processes may 
enhance considerations of justice but slow the speed of action, while 
working with incumbents may accelerate transitions but entrench 
injustice,” leading to a need for further research that “addresses these 
dilemmas head on [by] paying attention to the ways in which in-
stitutions and incumbent actors handle the trade-offs between different 
justice dimensions” (p. 3).

I address these calls by arguing that the ‘trade-offs’ between ‘fast 
policies’ for decarbonization and the slow work of public participation 
have tended to underemphasize energy capital as an actor. By energy 
capital, this paper refers to 昀椀rms that pursue pro昀椀t through the extrac-
tion, generation, and provision of energy as a commodity. ‘Trade-offs’ 

imply the need for negotiation. Framing the debate as being between 
‘rapid’ and ‘just’ transitions belies the role of the pro昀椀t motive in 
shaping how energy infrastructure is designed, how its impacts are 
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mitigated, and how host communities are engaged – and in turn, pro昀椀t’s 
impacts on rapid and just transitions.

Of course, local publics are not the only publics with a legitimate 
stake in energy politics. For Newell et al. [7], central to the tensions 
between urgent decarbonization and expanded participation are the 
multi-scalar politics of cosmopolitan justice, where the most vulnerable 
to climate change at a planetary scale may have no real voice in 
decision-making in siting renewable energy generation in the United 
States, for example. I understand participation not as a “panacea for 
addressing all justice issues” [[7] (p. 2), see also [8]] but through 
“process” frameworks for energy democracy [9] that stress the capacity 
of expanded public participation to shift the locus of energy governance 
away from fossil fuel regimes and status quo incumbents [10,11]. This 
focus on incumbents reminds us that project delays and cancellations are 
not (only) caused by the demands of uncooperative (local) publics, but 
by project developers that do not cultivate suf昀椀cient local support for 
projects and by regulatory and funding bodies that do not anticipate host 
community concerns in their permitting statutes, contract solicitations, 
and climate legislation. In short, without considering the pro昀椀t motive, 
we risk equating rapid transitions with the ones most expedient for for- 
pro昀椀t developers.

This paper explores these dynamics through the case of high-voltage 
transmission development in New England, a region in the northeastern 
United States. Individual states within the region have adopted ambi-
tious climate targets, with 昀椀ve of the six New England states pledging to 
reduce their greenhouse gas emissions by 80 % (relative to 1990 levels) 
by 2050. Regional decarbonization depends in part on increasing im-
ports of hydroelectricity from Quebec, a province of Canada immedi-
ately to the north, in order to balance intermittent renewable generation 
from solar and wind. Such imports hinge on the construction of new 
transmission lines to deliver that hydroelectricity to regional load cen-
ters in southern New England.

While the need for expanded Quebecois hydropower in the regional 
energy mix has been identi昀椀ed by multiple actors, the actual develop-
ment of such transmission has been driven primarily by the state of 
Massachusetts, which directly contracted for the interstate transmission 
of this hydropower via power purchasing agreements. However, the 
original recipient of this contract – the Northern Pass project in the state 
of New Hampshire – was the object of 昀椀erce opposition along its route, 
eventually leading to the defeat of the project when its 昀椀nal permit was 
denied in 2018.

Rather than seeing this controversial transmission project and the 
local opposition that bedeviled it as evidence of the inherent irrecon-
cilability of ‘fast policies’ for decarbonization and the slow work of 
public participation, I argue that it can more productively be analyzed as 
a miscalculation of the trade-offs between speed, public acceptability, 
and pro昀椀t for the developer. While the opposition succeeded in delaying 
and then killing the project, general consensus emerged quickly as to 
what changes host communities required in order for the project to be 
locally acceptable. What was slow, in this case, was the willingness of 
the transmission developer to acquiesce to public demands for enhanced 
siting mitigation and improved community engagement and compen-
sation, pointing to a need for proactive state policies to encourage new 
developer norms.

The rest of the paper proceeds as follows. First, I present a framework 
for understanding fast policies for decarbonization versus the slow work 
of public participation through their shared, though divergent, con-
ceptualizations of the social legitimacy of energy capital. Foregrounding 
pro昀椀t as a third factor alongside speed and participation highlights the 
ways in which the social legitimacy of low-carbon energy infrastructure 
is not inherent, but constructed and contested between different actors, 
here loosely grouped into energy capital, host communities, and the 
state. I then present my case study of the Northern Pass project in more 
detail, discussing why its social legitimacy was assumed by project de-
velopers and the ways in which oppositional publics contested this 
legitimacy and proposed more locally acceptable alternatives. Viewed 

amidst the trade-offs between speed, local support, and pro昀椀t, I trace 
how the developer effectively took a calculated risk in favor of pro昀椀t, 
ultimately leading to the project’s cancellation when its 昀椀nal permit was 
denied.

2. Social legitimacy, fast policies, and slow work

In this section, I draw on work from energy geographies, political 
ecology, and science and technology studies to understand how the so-
cial legitimacy of for-pro昀椀t energy infrastructure is constructed and 
contested.

2.1. Fast policies for energy capital and the state

Social legitimacy is an endemic dilemma for capital, as its pursuit of 
pro昀椀t degrades the conditions of (re)production necessary to ensure 
continued pro昀椀tability [12]. Climate change exempli昀椀es this tendency, 
as the emission of greenhouse gases as a socioenvironmental externality 
increasingly jeopardizes pro昀椀ts, 昀椀xed infrastructure, and more-than- 
human life, albeit unevenly. This degradation is increasingly leading 
to a crisis of social legitimacy for capital, as the scale of socioecological 
damage, the extent of (especially fossil fuel) capital’s early knowledge of 
these consequences, and capital’s interference through misinformation, 
lobbying, and sometimes outright violence become apparent [13–15]. 
Calls for energy transition, both in the literature and outside it, 
increasingly posit that capitalism is the root cause of climate change, 
and that only structural transformations of the planet’s political econ-
omy can truly mitigate the climate crisis [16,17].

Capital, of course, would like to protect its social legitimacy. Political 
ecologists point to several mechanisms for doing so, of which I focus on 
two. First, infrastructure projects can serve as socioecological 昀椀xes for 
capital, temporarily resolving crises of overaccumulation, underpro-
duction, and social legitimacy [18–22]. Clean energy infrastructure 
projects can allow capital to address its three endemic crises at once: 
sinking overaccumulated capital into investments; ameliorating under-
production by reducing emissions and smoothing the 昀氀ow of energy 
commodities across space; and establishing the social and environ-
mental bene昀椀ts of for-pro昀椀t capital investment by evoking its 
“greenness.”

Second is the role of the state, which is tasked with ensuring con-
ditions of production and managing capital’s excesses to safeguard the 
broader political economy’s social legitimacy [12,23]. The state (at both 
the national and subnational level) sometimes facilitates capital’s soci-
oecological 昀椀xes directly, for instance through eminent domain to 
secure rights-of-way for transmission corridors, while delegating to 
capital many legislative climate targets via mechanisms like power 
purchasing agreements [24–26]. Under power purchasing agreements, 
the state enters into contracts with energy capital to 昀椀nance infra-
structure development and purchase energy. These dynamics are espe-
cially apparent in the case of peri-state entities like utilities, which in the 
US are primarily for-pro昀椀t corporations responsible for delivering en-
ergy as a basic amenity [26]. At the same time, the state is tasked with 
the strategic management of trade-offs as certain policies emerge as 
sociopolitically viable and not others, further endorsing the displace-
ment of infrastructural development and its concomitant land use 
changes to areas less capable of resistance or more willing to accept land 
use changes in exchange for development [27].

These two mechanisms for social legitimation come together in 
legislated mandates to facilitate ‘fast policy’ for decarbonization by 
encouraging – and increasingly by directly procuring – low-carbon en-
ergy. New investments in energy infrastructure can acquire both reve-
nue streams and social legitimacy by responding to state clean energy 
procurements: by securing those contracts, energy infrastructure is both 
a 昀椀x for capital and a policy solution for the state. This poses obvious 
advantages for capital, but also represents the growing role of the state 
in energy markets that, in the US case and especially New England, have 
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been dominated by for-pro昀椀t owners of generation, transmission, and 
distribution. As the contract solicitor, the state can set additional terms 
and constraints beyond what might be otherwise required by regulators, 
particularly in the case of decarbonization where the broader goals of 
clean energy procurement might be tied to goals for environmental 
protection or social justice. In turn, support of a project by the state is 
taken as a proxy for support of the project by constituents.

This social legitimization by the state is not absolute: the state is also 
responsible for ensuring that the mandate for public participation in 
infrastructure permitting is met. Public participation here is taken to 
include a spectrum of mechanisms through which the public is informed, 
engaged, consulted, or compensated for projects, particularly when 
those projects involve land use changes [28]. These can range from one- 
sided communication of intended project plans to extensive processes of 
consultation and negotiation.

From the perspective of capital, the value of public participation has 
often been conceptualized through the “social license to operate,” which 
broadly refers to a project’s approval, tacit or explicit, to operate within 
a given community, understood alternatively as a normative goal to 
improve company-community relations or as a source of risk that must 
be mitigated [29,30]. This concept has been translated outside of its 
original context of the mining sector to other controversial land use 
changes, including energy [31–33]. This points to capital’s awareness of 
the necessity for public – especially local – support for a project that goes 
beyond the legal requirements of permitting mandated by the state, 
though the concept and its origins in industry consulting has been 
subject to critiques that it is an instrumentalist and performative 
approach to participation rather than one concerned with distributive 
and procedural justice [29,30,34].

While the exact requirements for public participation differ across 
time, space, and context, public participation envelops a set of processes 
through which a project’s social license to operate is secured. Some-
times, these requirements for public participation are minimal or non- 
existent, especially in contexts with weak regulatory regimes and 
when land is already owned by the developer. In other contexts, there 
may be multiple layers of public participation necessary to secure the 
legal and social license to operate.

2.2. Slow work of energy democracy and local acceptability

These mechanisms for public participation in energy infrastructure 
development, rather than establish capital’s public acceptability, can 
sometimes become spaces for public contestation that undermine the 
social legitimacy of low-carbon infrastructures. Resistance to clean en-
ergy infrastructures – its rationales, actors, and discourses – differs be-
tween places, projects, and communities, including within the lifespan 
of a single controversial project. In turn, the ways in which that resis-
tance is framed by others is also contingent, for example through the 
lenses of land grabbing [35], environmental injustice [3], resource 
nationalism [36] or indigenous sovereignty [37].

Opposition to energy infrastructures like transmission, however, is 
often understood as climate NIMBYism (the Not-In-My-Backyard 
“movement”), as was the case with Northern Pass. Climate NIMBYism 
is a discourse generally leveraged against white, wealthy property 
owners in rural or suburban areas of the Global North, making it distinct 
from other common explanations for resistance to clean energy projects 
[27]. These ‘NIMBY’ actors tend to have secure property rights and 
enfranchisement in various permitting and voting regimes. These priv-
ileges have allowed ‘NIMBYs’ to succeed in slowing or blocking pro-
posed projects, sometimes with the effect of displacing projects to other 
communities that lack the capacity to oppose locally-unwanted land 
uses. My intent is not to downplay the privileges of ‘NIMBY’s actors. In 
fact, it is these privileges that give ‘NIMBYs’ their sociopolitical rele-
vance to the social legitimation of low-carbon energy infrastructure: 
climate NIMBYism is a problem for energy capital and its visions for 
decarbonization precisely because so-called NIMBY communities have 

the cultural, 昀椀nancial, and sociopolitical capital to delay or block 
projects.

‘NIMBYism’ has been critiqued in the literature as a pejorative and 
value-laden label without explanatory power [38–40]. The alleged hy-
pocrisy of climate ‘NIMBYs’ is premised on a “social gap” [41,42] be-
tween public acceptance of energy infrastructure and private resistance 
to speci昀椀c projects, which Wolsink [39] describes as driven by “people 
that combine a positive attitude [towards renewables] and resistance [to 
particular projects] motivated by calculated personal costs and bene昀椀ts” 

(p. 53). In other words, ‘NIMBYs’ recognize the social legitimacy of 
energy projects but reject them anyway, though the term is often used 
simply as shorthand for local resistance.

Bridge et al. [43], however, argue that “understanding place 
attachment and the emotional responses that people can have to energy 
landscapes provides a more productive approach than simplistic asser-
tions of NIMBYism for analyzing con昀氀icts over energy landscapes” 

(p.335). Scholars have offered alternative explanations for NIMBYism, 
such as “quali昀椀ed criteria” for support for projects [41,42] or “place- 
protective behaviors” [40] that condition whether a project will be 
embraced or rejected by host communities.

This emphasis on social acceptability connects to the social legiti-
macy of projects: public acceptance of infrastructure is not an automatic 
corollary of the project’s broader societal bene昀椀ts, but a quali昀椀ed 
outcome of various criteria by which a project’s acceptability might be 
judged at multiple scales. However, Batel et al. [44] is critical of this 
language of “acceptance,” arguing that it re昀氀ects a top-down approach 
to infrastructural development beholden to the planning of incumbents, 
largely energy capital and the state, in which the public’s only options 
are to passively adopt or actively resist technomanagerial plans. Instead, 
the authors argue for a language of “support,” orienting discussion away 
from a binary ‘social gap’ between support and opposition and towards a 
spectrum of different technological options, route designs, compensa-
tion packages, and consultation protocols through which a project’s 
acceptability can change.

This language of ‘support’ as something to be actively cultivated, 
rather than assumed to arise automatically from the broader-scale 
bene昀椀ts of a project, brings us to the issue of participation, with Chil-
vers and Kearnes framing participation as “the means through which 
societies legitimate claims to both political and epistemic authority” 

[[28 (p. 4)]. Seen in this light, public participation is not just a one-way 
mechanism through which a public is convinced to accept a pre-given 
project, but an iterative process through which the project’s social 
legitimacy is co-produced. Participation is therefore a mechanism 
through which a project’s social license to operate can be demonstrated 
by capital – what Newell et al. [7] caution as potentially providing “a 
veneer of procedural legitimacy” (p. 2) – but also a means through which 
a community can exert demands on project designs and outcomes.

This connects to the emerging literature on energy democracy, which 
links the shift from carbon-intensive to low-carbon energy systems with 
broader transformations of power dynamics within energy governance. 
The exact nature of this connection differs between usages of the term, 
with this paper following what Szulecki and Overland [9] refer to as the 
‘process’ framing: energy democracy as “a process – which, through 
dispersed grassroots initiatives and a transnational social movement, is 
challenging energy incumbents” (p. 2), with the incumbents in this case 
being for-pro昀椀t transmission developers and the state.

Under this process framing, energy democratization is a struggle 
over power and authority in energy governance, fought over and actu-
alized through the processes of participation. As Burke and Stephens 
[10] explain, this democratization brings in “perspectives other than 
those of incumbents with vested interests in the status quo, potentially 
shifting the political and institutional context within which decisions 
about future energy choices are made” (p. 39. In other words, greater 
participation in energy decision-making can create room for consider-
ation of concerns beyond those of incumbents, such as the pro昀椀tability 
of new and existing investments.
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What this paper refers to as the democratization of energy decision- 
making is this push to challenge ‘incumbents’ within existing processes 
of energy governance and their presumptions about what constitutes a 
socially legitimate project. By centering the ‘vested interests’ of energy 
capital, this framework inserts pro昀椀tability alongside speed and greater 
participation as a third mandate shaping infrastructure con昀氀icts. In this 
framing, social legitimacy is earned through the willingness to adjust 
project designs and compensation to achieve local acceptability, not just 
the ability to meet state climate goals.

3. Case study: the Northern Pass project

This paper draws from research conducted on transmission devel-
opment in New England, with ongoing 昀椀eldwork beginning in May 
2023, as well as prior research on opposition to the Northern Pass 
project conducted between 2018 and 2019. In order to identify and 

contextualize the concerns of host communities that ultimately led to 
the defeat of Northern Pass, the project relies on mixed qualitative 
methods, most signi昀椀cantly semi-structured interviews. At the time of 
writing, 41 interviews have been conducted in Massachusetts and New 
Hampshire, with each interview lasting approximately 60 minutes. 
Interview participants were identi昀椀ed from of昀椀cial intervenors in the 
Northern Pass permitting process, as well as from relevant MA state 
energy agencies, the regional grid operator, and developer staff. This 
initial pool was supplemented via snowball sampling. As per the study’s 
IRB guidelines, interview participants have been de-identi昀椀ed to protect 
con昀椀dentiality.

Interviews are complemented by document analysis of publicly 
available project reports, environmental impact statements [45], 
working group reports [46], press coverage, and protest materials 
archived by a local historical society in Sugar Hill, NH or available on-
line. This data is further supplemented by over 70 hours of participant 

Fig. 1. Map of the 昀椀nalized route of Northern Pass.
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observation of proposed routes, activist meetings, and meetings by 
government and regulatory bodies concerned with transmission.

The New England electrical grid currently relies on natural gas for 
roughly half of its generation, which leads to both signi昀椀cant carbon 
emissions and price volatility, while roughly 28 % comes from clean 
energy sources (as de昀椀ned by Massachusetts standards, which include 
large-scale hydroelectric generation but not nuclear). In order to meet its 
legislated targets of 40 % renewable electricity by 2030, the state of 
Massachusetts directly solicited proposals in 2016 for 9.54 terawatt- 
hours per year of low-carbon energy – enough for around 1.2 million 
households [47]. This contract is known as an 83D contract. Bids for this 
contract included a mix of new generation within the state of Massa-
chusetts and interstate transmission of clean energy generated 
elsewhere.

Massachusetts selected the Northern Pass project, a 192-mile trans-
mission line through New Hampshire, developed by Eversource, one of 
the largest utility companies in the region. Initially entirely above 
ground, the 昀椀nal route included 60 miles of buried lines under state 
roads through the White Mountain National Forest and in Coos County, 
where Eversource struggled to secure new rights-of-way. A map is given 
in Fig. 1.

Northern Pass was initially conceived as a merchant project, where 
transmission is developed as a speculative for-pro昀椀t venture rather than 
planned by the regional transmission operator and funded through its 
cost-allocation methods; the latter is by far the most common model for 
transmission development in the United States. Of昀椀cially announced in 
2010, the project was several years into the environmental impact 
assessment and permitting processes by the time it submitted its bid for 
Massachusetts’ clean energy procurement in 2017, with a proposed in- 
service date of late 2020. At the point in which the contract was awar-
ded in early 2018, Northern Pass had secured all necessary permits 
except one.

Opposition to Northern Pass arose soon after its formal announce-
ment in 2010. The core of the opposition included abutting property 
owners, town governments, and prominent environmental non-pro昀椀ts 
such as the Society for the Protection of New Hampshire Forests and 
the Appalachian Mountain Club. Opponents contested Northern Pass via 
multiple tactics, including by refusing to sell new rights-of-way, direct 
intervention in the permitting process, and lobbying at the state 
legislature.

One week after Massachusetts announced it had awarded Northern 
Pass its 83D contract, the New Hampshire state siting body unanimously 
ruled to deny the permit, citing the near-universal opposition of the 
towns along the proposed route and the failure of Northern Pass to 
demonstrate that it “served the public interest” of New Hampshire. 
Northern Pass’s appeal of this decision was denied, and Massachusetts 
revoked its 83D contract.

Northern Pass therefore presents a case study where a project 
selected for a state clean energy procurement contract was killed by the 
opposition of host communities. Northern Pass is especially instructive 
because of the length of its development timeline – from its original 
conception as a merchant project in 2009 to the denial of its NH permit 
appeal in 2019 – providing a longer window to study the evolution of 
project design, oppositional tactics, and developer concessions. Given 
that transmission development has been identi昀椀ed as a major arena of 
energy investment to achieve decarbonization goals [5], Northern Pass 
offers a key cautionary tale, as further discussed in the concluding 
section.

4. Discussion: Decarbonization, democratization, pro昀椀t

Northern Pass is just one example of a slew of new low-carbon energy 
infrastructure killed by local opposition, buttressing claims that “voters 
are not good for climate” [48]. How does the urgency of decarbonization 
make it seem not only acceptable but necessary to sideline public 
participation in energy governance? Here, I present an analysis that 

follows how the social legitimacy of Northern Pass was constructed by 
energy capital and state actors, only to be contested by publics, ulti-
mately arguing that the fate of the project needs to be understood within 
the con昀氀uence of ‘fast policy,’ public participation, and the pro昀椀t 
motive.

4.1. Presuming public acceptability

One root of the con昀氀ict over Northern Pass lies in the fact that the for- 
pro昀椀t developers of Northern Pass believed that the project would enjoy 
public acceptance without needing to 昀椀rst engage in signi昀椀cant com-
munity outreach and consultation prior to project announcement, what 
has been termed a “decide-announce-defend” model of infrastructural 
development [49].

Interviews with individuals involved in energy planning and policy 
in the study area suggested that the baseline paradigm for transmission 
planning is one where public acceptability is assumed. A staff member at 
a NH-based non-pro昀椀t tied this attitude to the experience building the 
Phase Two line, a transmission line from Hydro-Quebec built in the 
1980s and the last project of similar scope built in the region: 

The folks who remembered the grand old days of, Oh, we just pro-
posed a power line and we got to build it, and then when people 
didn’t like it, they protested with their shotguns, but we just 
steamrolled that protest. Which happened with the Phase Two line. It 
was approved with minimal public input, and then when people 
didn’t like the construction of this massive corridor, there were 
literally farmers with their shotguns. And [the developer] just got the 
police to move them away. Those are the days that those folks are 
yearning for. And frankly, those days are completely, completely 
gone.
Transmission developers now operate in a paradigm where they 

must justify the social legitimacy of their investments to the public – 

which they increasingly accomplish through reference to state climate 
targets and the decarbonization crisis.

Northern Pass had its origins in the New Hampshire Climate Action 
Plan of 2009, which indicated support in the New Hampshire state 
government and relevant agencies for a new transmission line importing 
hydropower from Quebec [50]. This meant that Northern Pass from its 
infancy understood itself as operating both under the general banner of 
energy transition and with the implicit endorsement of the New 
Hampshire state government. As the same interview participant 
explained: 

[Eversource thought] There it is, in the plan. Now we just have to go 
do it… But then what they did wrong was, they said, We’re just going 
to go pick the route. We’re going to decide where we’re going to go. 
And we’re just going to announce it, and 昀氀owers will be thrown at 
our feet… They announced the thing and then just no further 
outreach. They did no community engagement. And then they were 
like, Man, why isn’t everyone just seeing things our way?
This sense that Northern Pass was automatically publicly acceptable 

because it addressed an identi昀椀ed policy need was further bolstered by 
its success in the Massachusetts 83D solicitation. As an instrument of 
social legitimation, however, the 83D contract did more to ensure 
decarbonization than it did to ensure extensive public participation. This 
is partially by design: the goal of the 83D contract was to facilitate the 
昀椀nancing of a project that might not otherwise be built. This meant that 
it was intended to provide a guaranteed revenue source far upstream in 
project development timelines, before projects typically begin formal 
announcements and community engagement processes, so that the 
project could more easily secure 昀椀nancing for the upfront capital 
investment.

While the 83D solicitation did include requirements for “site control” 

and “community relations” to mitigate permitting risk [51], these 
criteria re昀氀ected the early planning stage envisioned for projects, with 
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site control, for instance, requiring an exact planned location for the 
project but not full permitting. Re昀氀ecting expectations for a project that 
has not yet been announced, these standards for mitigating permitting 
risk fall short of expectations farther along in a project timeline, while 
still providing a kind of “box-checking” for Northern Pass that it had 
done the prescribed community engagement.

Evidence also suggests that the developer assumed that permitting 
risk was largely a factor of population density, so that acceptability 
could be maximized by siting through more rural areas. Fig. 2 shows an 
excerpt from a 2009 scoping report commissioned by the developer, 
shared with me by one Northern Pass opponent who acquired it as part 
of a records request during the permitting process [52]. In it, the de-
velopers suggest that they anticipated increased permitting risk as the 
line passed from an average population density of 33 people per square 
mile in the north to 206 per square mile in its southernmost reaches 
(with the 昀椀nal proposed route terminating in Deer昀椀eld, NH rather than 
Londonderry, NH). Given that opposition was 昀椀erce along the entire 
proposed route and perhaps most intense along its northernmost course 
(roughly north of Plymouth on the graph), this points to a fundamental 
miscalculation of the dynamics of public acceptability along the route.

These dynamics, rooted in particular policies and a broader culture 
of planning, worked to promote an understanding of Northern Pass as 
already publicly acceptable. Northern Pass followed an established 
baseline for public participation, as laid out by the 83D solicitation and 
by the existing permitting processes at the federal and state level. De-
velopers thought they had selected a route that minimized siting dif昀椀-
culty by routing through areas with low population densities. Its social 
legitimacy established both by its decarbonization credentials and its 
“box-checking” for permitting risk, Northern Pass thought it had its 
social license to operate in hand, pending the awarding of its permits. 
What more could the public want?

4.2. Identifying criteria for local support

Publics along the proposed route of Northern Pass, it turned out, had 

several demands. Analysis of oppositional discourses, drawing from in-
terviews and document analysis from newspapers and protest materials, 
suggests that the resistance to Northern Pass is better understood not as 
an absolute opposition to a transmission line, as suggested by climate 
NIMBYism, but as a set of concerns with the processes of local engage-
ment and design choices made by the developer.

At a more fundamental level, opponents of Northern Pass argued for 
the need for earlier and more comprehensive community engagement - 
what one interview participant called a "community 昀椀rst approach" - 
rather than the decide-announce-defend model where developers 
selected the route and then expected ‘昀氀owers thrown at their feet.’ 
Property owners and town of昀椀cials resented that they were not con-
sulted in advance of the project announcement and felt as though their 
acceptance or support for the project was either assumed or taken as 
unnecessary. To a certain extent, this re昀氀ected the reliance of Northern 
Pass on already-existing rights-of-way, where Eversource had the legal 
license to construct infrastructure on private land and where the cu-
mulative impact of expanding existing corridors in both width and 
height was taken to be negligible.

This also re昀氀ected its legal status as contracting with the state of 
Massachusetts, not New Hampshire. As a staff member for the New 
Hampshire Of昀椀ce of the Consumer Advocate put it: 

[Northern Pass] was never going to be paid for by New Hampshire 
customers, but neither was it going to bene昀椀t them, at least not in 
any signi昀椀cant way. And so Eversource basically felt, Well, we’re just 
kind of running a big extension cord smack in the middle of New 
Hampshire. So New Hampshire should be kind of indifferent to it.
This ‘extension cord’ mentality underlaid what opponents felt was 

Eversource’s insuf昀椀cient community engagement.
Eversource attempted to conduct “damage control” by making 

certain concessions to establish community bene昀椀ts for New Hampshire 
that went beyond a declining tax return. The Forward NH fund, for 
instance, was announced in 2015 and would have provided $200 million 
for economic, tourism, and community development, particularly along 

Fig. 2. Excerpt from a 2009 scoping report on prospective permitting risk and “siting dif昀椀culty” as measured by population density.
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the northern section of the route. However, the general stance of op-
ponents was that this fund was insuf昀椀cient and failed to take into ac-
count local economic conditions, particularly relative to estimates for 
the prospective damages to the tourism-based economy, estimated at 
$13 million annually in one study [[53] (p. 14)]. While the project 
promised job creation, particularly through a project labor agreement 
with unionized electrical workers in the state, opponents noted that 
these jobs were generally temporary, as transmission lines themselves 
generate relatively few long-term jobs after construction is complete.

Speaking to the trade-offs between speed, local support, and pro昀椀t, 
opponents saw their own credibility in the permitting process as 
bolstered by their ability to advocate for alternatives to Northern Pass as 
proposed. While the opposition had a variety of different visions for 
energy futures and routes to decarbonization, their most consistent de-
mand was for complete line burial to mitigate visual and environmental 
impacts. This was seen as essential to preserve the “cultural landscape” 

of New Hampshire, protect the tourism economy, and maintain property 
values along the line. Demands for complete burial arose early in the 
controversy. One early mention, in a draft op-ed for the Littleton Courier 
in November 2010 archived at the Sugar Hill Historical Society, argues 
that: 

We view ‘route alternatives’ [different proposed above-ground 
routes] as a divide-and-conquer strategy that would pit local com-
munities against one another and distract us from collectively 
insisting that the Northern Pass project follow the universal best 
practice for these lines: bury them… Burying HVDC is a common 
practice in Europe and is being adopted more and more widely in the 
US. Why not use it for this project? Insist that the developers invest 
the money now to install the least damaging and most secure 
transmission line. There will be no turning back later.

The same op-ed went on to advertise membership in the largest email 
listserv for opponents, 昀椀ttingly called “Bury Northern Pass.” Under-
grounding of the entire route was put forward, early and frequently, as a 
base condition for public acceptability and support. At issue, then, was 
less the location of the line in “the backyard” but insuf昀椀cient siting 
mitigation once it was put there.

Eversource agreed in 2015 to bury 60 miles of Northern Pass, but this 
was not interpreted by the opposition as a compromise made in response 
to their concerns. 8 miles of the buried section were in Coos County 
along state roads because Eversource failed to secure new overhead 
rights-of-way. The remaining 52 miles were buried through the White 
Mountain National Forest, where burial became necessary to receive a 
Special Use Permit from the US Forest Service without time-intensive 
amendments to its land and resource management plan. In effect, the 
developer recognized a trade-off between speed and pro昀椀t, accepting 
undergrounding through the National Forest as a necessary expense to 
receive this permit in a timely manner. Some opponents also interpreted 
this burial as part of a “divide-and-conquer” strategy, as it buried the 
line through the wealthy towns of Sugar Hill, Franconia, and Easton, 
perceiving it as a concession to “buy” support from more af昀氀uent 
communities.

Undergrounding transmission is relatively uncommon in the United 
States but a common siting practice in Europe, and is increasingly being 
adopted in the US to mitigate visual impacts and wild昀椀re risks. Oppo-
nents acknowledged that undergrounding was more expensive than 
above-ground lines, though the exact extent to which this would raise 
project costs was debated. Eversource initially argued that burial would 
increase costs from $3 million per mile to upwards of $20 million per 
mile [54], though the federal Department of Energy’s alternatives 
analysis estimated a cost of $5.7 million per mile for burial [45].

Opponents also noted that the cost of burial depended on the tech-
nology used and the conditions of the route itself. Northern Pass elected 
to bury the line under state roads that were largely “unimproved,” with 
bedrock close to the surface, which signi昀椀cantly increased the dif昀椀culty 
and cost of undergrounding. Undergrounding is much less expensive if 

done underwater or under surfaces that had already been “softened,” 

such as along interstate highways. The alternatives analysis from the 
project’s federal environmental impact statement found the Interstate 
93 corridor, which parallels Northern Pass’s proposed route, to be the 
lowest-cost option for burial [45]. Because interstate highways are also 
wider, complete road closures could also largely be avoided. Prompted 
by Northern Pass opponents, the New Hampshire state legislature 
designated of昀椀cial transmission corridors down New Hampshire’s three 
interstate highways in 2016, promising streamlined permitting if this 
siting mitigation measure were adopted [55].

This reading of ‘NIMBY’ demands of Northern Pass and its developers 
suggests that opposition was not absolutely opposed to the construction 
of a transmission line through their landscapes. What they contested, 
instead, was the processes and mentalities through which they were 
engaged by the developer and the designs taken as a baseline for project 
acceptability, proposing instead policies of early community consulta-
tion, compensation packages tailored to host communities, and siting 
mitigation via burial and co-location with existing infrastructures. 
Viewed as valid stakeholders in a participatory process, ‘NIMBYs’ seem 
less like the enemy of fast policy and more like the price of doing 
business, communicating criteria for acceptability that needed to be 
balanced against speed and pro昀椀tability but were not mutually 
exclusive.

4.3. Barriers to compromise

Why, then, did Eversource not acquiesce to opponent demands for 
burial or re-routing along designated transmission corridors?

At a policy level, Northern Pass was locked into a particular route, 
technological design, and budget when it submitted its bid to the Mas-
sachusetts 83D solicitation, making it more dif昀椀cult to change project 
designs after 2017 without risking revenue streams. These lock-in effects 
are especially worth noting given the 83D’s intention to facilitate pro-
jects far upstream in their development. That being said, the demands by 
host communities for the project to be completely undergrounded and 
co-located along interstate highways was communicated well in 
advance of the 83D solicitation, via op-eds, protests, and public meet-
ings held as part of federal and state permitting processes.

More fundamentally, in a context where the developer assumed the 
project to be already socially legitimate, I argue that it weighed potential 
pro昀椀t more heavily than public acceptability, which in turn led to a 
drawn-out permitting battle and ultimately cancellation. This paper 
understands Northern Pass as an (attempted) socioecological 昀椀x, 
investing capital while ensuring the 昀氀ow of low-carbon electricity from 
Quebec to meet Massachusetts’s policy needs, but the ultimate purpose 
of a socioecological 昀椀x is to ensure the continued pro昀椀tability of capital. 
Northern Pass, after all, was originally envisioned as a merchant project, 
to make pro昀椀t for its shareholders. Its 83D contract did not transform 
this underlying goal.

While explicit cost-bene昀椀t analyses by the developer are not publicly 
available, the alternatives analysis from the federal environmental 
impact statement provides one account of the trade-offs [45]. Compared 
to the project as proposed, the alternative involving complete burial 
along Interstate 93 was found to lead to fewer environmental, visual, 
and historic impacts; greater short- and long-term job creation; 
improved resiliency against extreme weather; and lower greenhouse gas 
emissions and loss of carbon sinks. However, this buried option had 
higher construction costs than the project as proposed; in turn, “because 
of the higher construction cost, the underground alternatives would be 
disadvantageous to [the developer] but provide additional tax revenue 
to local taxing jurisdictions” (p. S-18).

The cheapest way for Eversource to construct a transmission line 
from Quebec to Massachusetts was to use its existing rights-of-way 
whenever possible, run the line aboveground whenever possible, and 
conduct the minimum of public engagement required to secure its per-
mits and the 83D contract. The social legitimacy of its bene昀椀ts for 
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decarbonization notwithstanding, Northern Pass was a project designed 
by a for-pro昀椀t entity, albeit eventually within the constraints of a con-
tract with the state (though notably not the state through which it was to 
be built). Read amidst trade-offs between public support and pro昀椀t, 
Northern Pass started from an assumption of social legitimacy and took a 
calculated risk about what concessions it needed to grant host commu-
nities, the delays of the resulting permitting battle, and its pro昀椀t margins 
off the 83D contract – a gamble that ultimately led to its failure 
altogether.

Northern Pass opponents repeatedly stressed to me that, had Ever-
source agreed to completely bury the line along the interstate, the 
project would likely have been constructed by its in-service date of 
2020. Complete undergrounding would have been more expensive, but 
it also could have been made a condition for mitigating permitting risk 
by the 83D contract solicitation, pointing to inadequate incentives in 
state procurement policies. The expense of this undergrounding could be 
reduced by re-routing, but this would have required Eversource to pay to 
access other rights-of-way, whereas it could use its existing rights-of- 
way for free. Simplifying access to rights-of-way along linear corridors 
like highways could further incentivize these routes.

The 昀氀ipside of pro昀椀t is cost, and in order to compete for the 83D 
contract, Northern Pass needed a bid that was cost-competitive, 
implying an effective ceiling on the price tag of the project and thus 
the “budget” for concessions without jeopardizing 昀椀nancial viability. 
While cost was among the factors considered by Massachusetts state 
agencies in awarding the 83D contract according to public testimony 
and interviews with relevant of昀椀cials, it was not the sole one. Most 
notably, when it was awarded the contract, Northern Pass was already 
more expensive than other comparable transmission projects in the 
bidding pool, costing 1.6 billion USD compared to 950 million USD for 
one project and 1.2 billion USD for another.

Read through a process lens of energy democracy, the demands of 
‘NIMBYs’ raise the standards for public acceptability, and thus the social 
legitimacy of projects, beyond the status quo encoded in existing 
permitting processes and contract solicitations. Overhead transmission 
along existing rights-of-way, in this case, represents a ‘vested interest’ of 
incumbent transmission developers, who are incentivized to resist 
changing norms for public acceptability.

5. Conclusions: Reconciling ‘fast policy’ and public 
participation

In this paper, I have used the case of one controversial transmission 
project in New Hampshire to argue that public participation in and of 
itself is not the enemy of ‘fast policy’ to address the decarbonization 
crisis, as accusations of climate NIMBYism imply. In the case study 
examined, so-called ‘NIMBYs’ did not oppose new infrastructure abso-
lutely. They communicated the conditions through which local support 
could be achieved, most notably through complete undergrounding of 
the line and co-location along existing linear infrastructures. For de-
velopers, these concessions would have increased the cost of the project 
and cut into pro昀椀ts, and developers were further limited in what changes 
they could make to the project after submitting a bid into the MA 83D 
contract solicitation. By refusing to fully negotiate with local commu-
nities, however, the developers ultimately doomed the project. Under-
grounding might be expensive, but not as expensive as project 
cancellation – whether measured in dollars, time, emissions, or public 
goodwill burnt in pursuit of a controversial project.

That capital is driven by a desire for pro昀椀t is, of course, no surprise, 
but the relevance of this pro昀椀t motive in disputes between host com-
munities and developers has largely gone underemphasized in previous 
analyses of energy infrastructure controversies. It takes (at least) two to 
argue, but scholarly, policy, and popular discussions have tended to 
place the responsibility for project failures on oppositional ‘NIMBY’ 

publics, rather than with the energy capital and state power behind a 
given project.

This connects to Luke & Huber [26] who argue that “the overlap of 
public and private interest in electricity capital requires greater atten-
tion because it is a site where the pace and form of decarbonization is 
managed” (p. 1707). This paper intervenes in this literature by posi-
tioning infrastructure permitting as a process of negotiation between 
local publics, energy capital, and the state, problematizing presumptions 
that low-carbon energy infrastructure is inherently socially legitimate 
and thus publicly acceptable without 昀椀rst engaging in extensive pro-
cesses of public participation. As Sovacool et al. [5] argue, “the dilemma 
will be to determine how, institutionally, to embed equity and justice 
principles in the combination of regulation and markets that combine 
with the physical assets [of the grid] to create a cyber-physical-social 
system” (p. 8).

To be clear, my argument is not in favor of politics of delay or a 
narrow emphasis on the local. I am instead arguing that the route to ‘fast 
policy’ instead lies in working with and through host communities, 
rather than against them, and that the way to do this is through early and 
thorough engagement that accepts a priori that negotiations in design 
and compensation are necessary for projects to be built in a timely 
manner. Rather than a strategy for delay or a performance of consulta-
tion, participation should be approached as a method to build more 
acceptable projects by preemptively identifying points of contention. 
Particularly for projects funded through initiatives like the Massachu-
setts 83D contract, the state – at federal and subnational levels – has the 
prerogative to incentivize projects that prioritize public bene昀椀ts and 
minimize impacts to host communities.

My point here is ultimately a pragmatic one. The United States, like 
other Global North countries, is a current and historic major emitter of 
greenhouse gases. The dominant policy imaginary for reducing those 
emissions involves transitioning its carbon-intensive energy system to a 
low-carbon one through the massive build-out of centralized renewable 
generation (and associated infrastructure like transmission) to power an 
electri昀椀ed future. Understanding and addressing resistance to infra-
structure build-out is necessary to ensure that the development of low- 
carbon infrastructure occurs quickly and effectively.

While climate change is a planetary problem, siting and permitting 
typically fall under local and subnational jurisdictions. At the national 
scale, delays and cancellations of low-carbon energy infrastructure are 
driving a regulatory push for “permitting reform,” which broadly 
speaking aims to speed infrastructure permitting through expedited 
impact reviews and, particularly in the case of interstate transmission 
projects, moving decisions to federal rather than state jurisdiction.

While such proposals may speed infrastructure buildout, my concern 
is that such permitting reforms misdiagnose the problem, assuming 
these controversial projects represent the best – or only – possible siting 
locations, infrastructural designs, and community compensation pack-
ages, rather than the plans most conducive to capital accumulation 
while still 昀椀tting state and federal solicitations. Moving such permitting 
to a federal authority raises other issues. For one, permitting is a closely- 
held local land use authority in the US, and attempting to shift juris-
diction risks opening another political front in an already contentious 
energy planning space. It also exposes permitting to the turbulence of 
national election cycles. More fundamentally, public involvement in 
permitting is already an arduous, time-consuming process, and a move 
to the federal level would increase the distance – physical, social, sym-
bolic – between (especially rural) community members and decision- 
makers, potentially prioritizing speed at the expense of participation 
and inclusivity.

Newell et al. [7] argue that there is a “need for participatory spaces 
to be aligned with the need for rapid and just transitions so that the 
deliberation is more over different pathways and less the speed or depth 
of change required” (p. 2, emphasis mine). Permitting is a negotiatory 
space, and a path to decarbonization that justi昀椀es constraints on public 
participation stands to alienate host communities, diminish public 
goodwill towards climate policies, and subsidize capital pro昀椀ts at the 
expense of community sense of place, property values, and protected 
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landscapes – all while, I suspect, still exposing projects to delays from 
litigation and direct action [5].

Participation is not necessarily an enemy of fast policy for decar-
bonization, and can in fact facilitate it, if it promotes proposals with 
greater public support – and, by avoiding extensive permitting battles, 
can help developers avoid Northern Pass’s costly failures. I conclude by 
making three recommendations to better reconcile speed, local accept-
ability, and pro昀椀t.

First, there is a need for paradigm shifts for transmission developers. 
An alternative (though not mutually exclusive) approach to permitting 
reform would be for “proposal reform,” where developers adjust their 
baselines for siting, mitigation, consultation, and compensation to pre-
emptively avoid common concerns of host communities. Under proposal 
reform, developers accept some trade-offs to pro昀椀t in order to increase 
local support, improve the project’s overall chance of success in 
permitting, and therefore promote more rapid transitions.

In the wake of Northern Pass, evidence of such evolving developer 
norms is already emerging in my study area. For example, one of 
Northern Pass’s competitors for the 83D contract was another Hydro- 
Quebec transmission line, TDI’s New England Clean Power Link 
(NECPL), which was entirely buried under state roads and Lake Cham-
plain in the state of Vermont. A more recent proposal for hydropower 
transmission, National Grid’s Twin States Clean Energy Link, was also 
buried under state roads through Vermont, after which it crossed New 
Hampshire by utilizing reconductoring technology to carry more elec-
tricity on existing infrastructure in its rights-of-way without expanding 
its visual footprint.

Both projects engaged in community consultations ahead of project 
announcements to develop tailored compensation packages. For 
example, opposition from the Conservation Law Foundation, a regional 
environmental group, pushed NECPL to increase its public bene昀椀ts plan 
by 75 %, including additional funding to support environmental reme-
diation in Lake Champlain [56], and the Conservation Law Foundation 
subsequently endorsed the project. As a result of siting mitigation and 
compensation packages, neither project generated signi昀椀cant local 
controversy, based on my review of local news media and interviews 
with energy planners and transmission opponents in the region. These 
examples suggest that norms are already self-correcting as developers 
weigh calculations of speed, public acceptability, and pro昀椀tability, 
though these changes are certainly not yet universal.

Unfortunately, neither of these projects has been built – though not 
necessarily because they are more expensive. The NECPL did not receive 
the 83D contract despite costing 1.2 billion USD to Northern Pass’s 1.6 
billion USD and being fully permitted at the time of the decision. While 
the exact reasons for this decision have been redacted from public re-
cords of the 83D evaluations, one criterion by which proposals were 
judged was the experience of the developer in the New England service 
area, and NECPL’s developer is not one of New England’s existing 
transmission owners, pointing to one way in which incumbent actors are 
favored in existing systems. When Northern Pass was killed, Massa-
chusetts awarded the contract to another Hydro-Quebec transmission 
line, the New England Clean Energy Connect, developed by a different 
incumbent transmission owner, which is itself embroiled in several years 
of community opposition.

Twin States, meanwhile, had an anticipated cost of 2 billion USD 
when announced in 2023, which is comparable to Northern Pass’s cost 
in 2018 when adjusted for in昀氀ation. Furthermore, Twin States was 
selected for a federal Transmission Facilitation Program grant in large 
part due to the rigor of its community engagement, providing it with an 
undisclosed share of a 2.5 billion USD revolving fund [57]. Local support 
pays in more ways than one. However, Twin States has not secured a 
power purchasing agreement, and has also not moved forward [58].

This points to a second policy need, which is for continued and 
expanded 昀椀nancial incentives from the state, at both the subnational and 
federal levels. While developers could build new transmission without 
state 昀椀nancial support, such merchant projects have proven incredibly 

uncommon in the US, with only a single merchant transmission line built 
in New England back in 2002. To accelerate decarbonization, developers 
therefore need state prompting.

Re昀氀ecting its more active role in infrastructure procurement through 
power purchasing agreements, states can push new paradigms in 
infrastructure planning by issuing additional procurements that incor-
porate common criteria for acceptability into contract requirements. 
Grants through initiatives like the federal Transmission Facilitation 
Program can 昀椀nancially mitigate trade-offs between pro昀椀t and public 
acceptability. The state can also promote the adoption of transmission 
innovations that reduce the land use impacts of expanding transmission 
capacity, such as the use of reconductoring and grid-enhancing tech-
nologies, as was recommended by the Massachusetts Clean Energy 
Transmission Working Group in 2023 [46].

Third, in addition to state procurements and grants, there is room for 
greater coordination of transmission buildout between actors who 
currently act within planning silos. For example, state energy and 
transport agencies should collaborate to designate transmission corri-
dors along interstates or railroads, offering streamlined permitting and 
low-cost rights-of-way to nudge developers to site along existing linear 
infrastructures. Furthermore, regional transmission operators should 
take a more proactive role in planning “public policy transmission,” a 
capacity that falls under their federal authority but has been seldom 
utilized to date. While a more detailed discussion of regional trans-
mission operators is outside the scope of this paper, they represent an 
institution in which to adjudicate the trade-offs between speed, public 
acceptability, and pro昀椀t at the regional scale, rather than state-by-state.

Northern Pass reads as a cautionary tale, where plans for a trans-
mission ‘extension cord’ turned into a decade-long failure and a multi- 
billion-dollar loss for the developer. In the US alone, studies suggest 
the transmission system may need to grow by 66 % by 2035 to meet the 
Biden administration’s decarbonization goals [59], in addition to the 
need to build new renewable generation and storage systems, which face 
controversies of their own. State energy planners and developers should 
know that a ‘decide-announce-defend’ model is liable to lead to resis-
tance. Future research should explore ‘NIMBY’ opposition to low-carbon 
energy projects, as well as projects with local support, to generate best 
practices in project design and community engagement in support of a 
new paradigm in infrastructural development: the preemptive work of 
public participation.
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