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As TAI explores issues with and for our funders members, we seek
inputs from experts and practitioners to provoke our thinking. This think
piece is one of those inputs to spark thinking about the governance of
the energy transition and in particular the growth of the renewables
sector in ways that assure community benefit and achievement of
energy access and reduced emissions goals. The views are those of
the author and do not necessarily represent those of TAI members.
Please tell us what you think and reach out on TAI socials
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IN A NUTSHELL

On the surface, there appears to be a profound disconnect and tension
between the “speed” imperative of the energy transition and the “go
carefully” imperative to safeguard governance integrity and justice
along the way. The latter is typically understood to come with
prescriptions for participatory and accountability mechanisms that have
the potential to decelerate, as they add more complexity and more
processes, thus forcing a more measured, deliberate pace. Therefore,
reconciling these expectations for the fast and for the measured and
delivering effective “fast-track accountability” is essential to the
success of the energy transition. 

A multi-disciplinary literature scan and a small set of expert interviews
begin to shed more light on this challenge and aim to pave the way for
more nuanced questions and a more targeted conversation. As it turns
out, the disconnect is real, yet less irresolvable than it seems at first
sight. Integrity and transition practitioners do indeed largely talk past
each other. Duration and speed are under-appreciated parameters in
the governance community of practice. Integrity risks are under-
considered by green accelerationists. Yet, on closer inspection, the
acceleration-integrity trade-off is less stark than assumed. A suite of
integrity measures related to openness, transparency, and robust
participation are more plausibly helping to remove delays further
downstream if deployed strategically while reducing some red tape,
building more capacity, and using digital tools better can be beneficial
for both integrity and speed. 

Nevertheless, some substantive trade-offs remain and a deeper
engagement with the accountability x speed nexus is clearly and
urgently warranted for both the governance and transition
communities. But this conversation need not start from scratch. It can
draw inspiration from very different practice areas, including
procurement in emergencies and crises, administrative reforms, or
organizational risk management.



It must be really fast…

The energy transition presents a civilizational challenge not only with
regard to the scale of the required transformation but also with regard
to the speed at which it must advance. We must decarbonize our
economies and societies in less than three decades in order to avert at
least the most catastrophic impacts of climate change (Calvin et al.
2023). This requires a tripling of green energy investments, a tripling in
supplies of critical minerals, and a doubling of the improvement rate in
energy efficiency – all by 2030. A successful transition also hinges on a
doubling of the entire global electricity grid installed today by 2040 as
a major milestone (COP28-UAE 2023; IEA 2023a, 2023b; IRENA 2023). 

…but it takes too long

Time is running out for meeting these targets, and we must
dramatically accelerate our efforts, particularly also on the governance
front. For example, the planning and permitting for onshore wind farms
takes on average more than five years and more than two years
respectively (World Wind Energy Association 2021). Approving green
energy projects takes longer than actually building them (Dixson-
Declève 2023). The implications are significant. Permitting delays in the
US risk cutting the emissions impact of the flagship US climate policy
initiative, the Inflation Reduction Act (2022), by a third (Voigts and
Paret 2024). And if grid connection rates cannot be doubled, even 80%
of the potential emission reductions may be lost (Burgess et al. 2024). 

Even Europe, as the vanguard region for green energy deployment, has
four times more wind farm projects in the permitting stage than in the
actual construction stage (Ferris 2022). A total of 59GW of onshore
wind capacity is stuck in the permitting pipeline (IEA 2023c) and even
where utility-scale renewable projects are online, the insufficient build-
out of storage and distribution networks means that the power they
produce can often not be properly utilized, leading to  

 

A Context and background: A civilizational challenge to be
addressed at an unprecedented pace
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records of mismatched renewable oversupply and more than 8,000
hours of negative prices for electricity in Europe during 2024 (Tani and
Millard 2024). Meanwhile, the 1.5-degree target moves further out of
reach. The world is off-track to avert catastrophic change and needs to
dramatically accelerate the green scale-up.

This presents a fundamental conundrum about the governance
dimension of the transition. On the one hand, both scale, scope, and
nature of the transition present high risks of corruption and policy
capture that have the potential to corrode the already fragile trust in a
just transition and derail the entire project (Zinnbauer and Trapnell
2023).[1] Ensuring the integrity, credibility, and inclusiveness of both
mitigation and adaption measures is thus a prerequisite for success,
particularly in the context of an increasingly polarized and populist
political environment (Gazmararian and Tingley 2023; Guthridge 2023). 

Does integrity take time?

At the same time, however, many of the good governance and anti-
corruption mechanisms that are typically prescribed for such high-
integrity risk situations are in public policy debates often associated
with slowing things down, rather than speeding them up (Bagley 2019).
Adding an expansive layer of civic participation and deliberation at the
policy development and project design stage is likely to prolong, and, at
times, stall the permission pipeline. 

Similarly, various impact assessments for the permitting stage, social
accountability mechanisms during implementation, and a host of due
diligence, oversight, monitoring, auditing, and reporting regimes along
the way are all measures that are more likely to add extra complexity
and deceleration to what are already highly complicated and protracted
efforts (Ruhf and Salzman 2020). 
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[1] For a repository of corruption cases in the climate sector see
https://www.transparency.org/en/projects/climate-governance-integrity-programme.



How to square this circle? How to combine essential integrity
safeguards that tend towards a measured pace and deceleration with
the expediency imperative to dramatically speed up the transition? This
is a pivotal challenge at the heart of the transition project. 

Speed with poor integrity gives rise to what observers tend to call
“green sacrifice zones” (Zografos and Robbins 2020) where, in the
name of the climate crisis, the rights of local communities and the
needs of local ecosystems are harmed and projects provide a boon for
the corrupt. Integrity without speed may put the transition at risk and
lead many into resigned apathy and some toward impatient, illiberal
calls for a sort of eco-authoritarianism (Enninga 2023).

We need to urgently grapple with the question of how we can refashion
and roll out participation and accountability measures that are
sufficiently robust and effective, yet that also deliver “integrity at
speed,” fully compatible with decarbonization initiatives that need to
dramatically pick up pace in the years to come. Business as usual is not
an option, neither for the energy transition nor for its governance.

7

B Approach

This scoping and ideation exercise draws on a literature scan across a
variety of related disciplines and policy domains, including governance
and anti-corruption, energy transition, organizational development,
emergency and crisis response, and procurement, as well as on a small
set of interviews with experts on governance, accountability, and the
energy transition.

C Insights and ideas – the big picture

The following sections summarize the insights and ideas gleaned from
the scoping work. True to the exploratory and discussion-stimulating
nature of the exercise, these points are at times speculative and at
times in tension with each other. They do not add up to one conclusive
story but rather provide more nuanced questions and more diverse
pathways for further exploration and discussion. For better readability, I
use the shorthand ETI – expediting transition integrity – to refer to the
overall challenge to build adequate transparency, participation,
accountability, and integrity measures into the energy transition at the
expedited pace required.
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A blind spot confirmed: The good governance conversation pays
insufficient attention to acceleration needs, rooted in broader
neglect of time and timing

Both literature scans and expert interviews confirm that the good
governance community has, so far, indeed paid very limited attention to
the “fast-tracking accountability” imperative. A proliferation of analyses
and prescriptions for how to safeguard integrity in climate governance
have produced many important insights and recommendations over the
last decade (Sovacool 2021; Transparency International 2011). Yet none
of these – and, to the best of my knowledge, no other major
contributions in both the academic and policy literature on governance
– consider the acceleration prerequisite in the context of the energy
transition in any kind of substantive detail. This does not come as a
surprise, as it is rooted in a broader neglect of the role of time in
thinking about governance and integrity, about the political economy
dynamics it is embedded in, and even about still broader phenomena,
such as how institutions and organizations do and should work. Time as
a potentially significant antecedent, intervening factor, resource,
externality, or motive for action or optimization (Blagoev et al. 2024) is
rarely put front and center (Howlett and Goetz 2014; McDevitt and
Zinnbauer 2021).

This relative neglect notwithstanding, the literature scan has yielded at
least some very basic data points with regard to the duration of
integrity mechanisms, primarily in the area of participation and
deliberation:

The OECD Deliberative Democracy Database catalogs and
describes a large number of deliberative initiatives across OECD
member countries. Most entries about climate- and environment-
related mini-publics approach half a year in duration from planning
to the last meeting, not accounting for the production of outputs
and their consideration. The selection of participants alone often
takes several weeks. [2]

[2] authors calculations based on (OECD 2023)



The POLITICIZE data collection of more than one hundred
deliberative mini-publics across Europe between 2000 and 2020
records the duration of these events. It shows a wide spread from
events that only rely on one day of citizen engagement to others
that span several weekends and some that are institutionalized and
rely on periodic meetings with no end date. Most frequently, these
mini-publics took 2-3 days (Curato et al. 2021; Paulis et al. 2021).

A small batch of reviews of the empirical literature on deliberative
methods reaffirms the large spread in duration (van der Does and
Jacquet 2023), concludes that “deliberation takes time” (Curato et
al. 2017), that participants often complain that time was too short
(Street et al. 2014), and that the relationship between duration and
outcomes is multi-faceted and context-specific, meaning longer is
not necessarily better (Niemeyer et al. 2023).

These data points are far from helping to satisfactorily address the
question of how long good integrity and accountability take, but they
provide at least a starting point for further exploring this question.

Concerns about slow-downs are very real and do partly relate to
accountability and participation arrangements

A number of case vignettes and fragmented statistics suggest that
some governance processes meant to support more inclusion and the
consideration of a broader range of impacts might indeed contribute to
slowing down transition efforts in specific contexts. 
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In the US, environmental impact statements – required for larger
infrastructure projects – have ballooned in size and duration. On
average, they now amount to more than 600 pages (Sud and Patniak
2022) and take 4.5 years to complete (Council on Environmental
Quality 2020), while initially (1981) intended to be completed in 12
months or less (Rutzick 2018). Similarly, litigation risks for energy
transition projects are above average. Nearly two-thirds of solar
energy projects, 50% of transmission lines, and 38% of wind energy
projects experience litigation (Bennon and Wilson 2023).
Commentators also note that there is growing anecdotal evidence
that more federal financial support for transition projects currently
goes to Republican-controlled US states partly because project
generation is easier due to looser local regulations (Klein n.d.). 



In Brazil, the length of environmental impact assessment (17 months
in practice vs. 4 months envisioned by the rules) is one of the main
reasons for low wind farm completion rates (Bayer 2018).

In Germany, participation processes related to building new
electricity lines are estimated to delay projects by up to two years
(Buchholz et al. 2023), while specialized law firms have popped up
to help navigate the administrative approval thicket.

Even more troubling, many well-intended accountability
mechanisms turn out to be vulnerable to being weaponized by
special interests to stall and derail transformative (climate) action.
This includes the tactical use of citizen referenda to undermine and
re-open decision-making (Fahlenbrach, Ovtchinnikov, and Valta
2023), the deployment of bad-faith freedom of information
requests to prolong proceedings or intimidate expert and civic
involvement (Pozen 2018), or distorting public consultations
mechanisms through robo-comments or fake citizen groups (Walker
2014; Yackee and Yackee 2006).
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Similarly, some poorly designed efforts to accelerate green energy
projects have come at the cost of environmental justice. In Chile, for
example, public participation was only conducted pro forma after
the completion of project design for several green energy initiatives
and fell completely by the wayside for others. In Mexico, indigenous
communities were sidelined and corruption surfaced in a wide
range of other accelerated green transition projects (Figueroa,
Flores, and Silva 2024; Ramirez 2021; Sovacool 2021).

But speed and integrity are not locked into a zero-sum clash – they
can also be combined to reinforce each other

Concluding that more integrity necessarily means less speed is wrong
when unpacking the relationship. Specific mechanisms for integrity
strategically selected and carefully built into the transition agenda may
even be able to speed up some elements of the entire endeavor.
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Robust, carefully designed participation used early on is contrary to
some public assumptions, not a prolonging factor, but likely to reduce
the risk of conflict and protracted litigation later on. 
Proactive transparency on a number of transition-relevant parameters
such as ownership, power-purchasing arrangements, procurement
data, infrastructure build-out status, or source-level emission reporting
can expedite administrative learning, project design, and procurement
efficiency and thus accelerate the scale-up and diffusion of good
project development and implementation, while guarding better against
integrity risks along the way.

At the same time, a number of efforts to remove administrative
bottlenecks, weed out duplicative processes, and reduce red tape
might, as a byproduct to accelerating the transition, also help cut out
corruption hotspots that come with the strategic use of gatekeeping
functions, bottlenecks, and multiple hold-up points for extorting
facilitation payments.

The critical issue of critical minerals

Blitz-scaling the supply of critical minerals to feed the energy transition
poses a specific challenge. Negative extraction externalities and
production benefits accrue in very different places, often involving
marginalized, remote extraction sites in the Global South and mineral
consumption in the prosperous Global North. This poses particularly
high risks for exploitative relationships and requires extra attention to
avoid sacrifice zones. On the plus side, international mining companies
involved do have more extensive experience with stakeholder
engagement and benefits-sharing schemes – often gained the hard
way after failures and scandals – than less-experienced renewables
developers

D Insights and ideas - important pockets of ideas, practices, and
experiences

Despite the limited attention being paid to how integrity and
accountability can be fast-tracked in the context of the energy
transition, this conversation need not start from scratch. There are
several thematic pockets of practice, experience, and evidence in very
different areas that offer practical ideas and inspiration. Exhibit 1
provides an overview of some of them.



LEARNING FOR 
FAST-TRACKING 

INTEGRITY

Permitting and siting
reforms

Anti-corruption in
emergency situations

Effective compliance
and risk management

Exhibit 1: Tapping diverse pockets of practice

Cutting red tape in
bureaucracies

Permitting and process reforms

Permitting reforms are discussed or already underway in a growing
number of countries and contain interesting measures to accelerate
transition projects. These measures include:

Designating special geographic zones with pre-established, minimal
adverse environmental or community impact for fast-tracked siting
and permitting (e.g. acceleration zones in Europe (European Union
2023))

Conducting programmatic, pooled reviews, rather than individual,
site-specific reviews, for groups of projects that are sufficiently
similar (Bipartisan Policy Center 2021)

Expanding administrative capacities at all levels – THE central
recommendation of almost all contributions

Setting maximum time limits for completion of environmental impact
assessments and other procedures and establishing an applicant’s
right to legal remedy if time is exceeded (Brownstein 2023) or even
an automatic greenlighting provision
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Introducing “positive silence” rules (Planning for Climate
Commission 2023) that provide default permits for small-scale
renewable installations or “repowering provisions”(BMWSB 2023)
that provide default permits for smaller upgrades to existing
renewable energy parks 

Public permitting dashboards that show permitting steps and
progress for individual projects (Bipartisan Policy Center 2021)

Statues of limitations for permit-related legal challenges (e.g. 2
years proposed for US) (Sud and Patniak 2022)

Targeted digitization projects that make permitting processes more
transparent, accessible and user friendly also for users inside the
bureaucracy (Harris and Blackband 2024)

Several of these reform proposals put a specific focus on how to make
public participation more effective and faster. Suggestions discussed
include:

Prioritizing early engagement of the public (both formal
mechanisms and informal roundtables)  to leave flexibility for
project adaptability and reduce litigation risks (Bipartisan Policy
Center 2021). In Germany, for example it is estimated that round-
tables early in the process of siting windfarms can reduce the
overall process by up to three years (Buchholz et al. 2023)

A focus on fairness of participation, through low thresholds, high
representativeness

Combination of formal and informal public engagement mechanisms
with formats that diffuse confrontation and encourage the finding of
common ground.

The presence of all responsible agencies, required experts and
main stakeholders so that specific questions need not be deferred
and remain unanswered. 

Adequate financial compensation and benefit-sharing package to
secure and sustain broad support (Bolet, Green, and González-
Eguino 2023)
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Curbing corruption in crisis response and emergency relief

Tackling corruption in emergency situations has been a long-standing
concern for governance practitioners and was brought into particularly
sharp relief by the COVID-19 pandemic. A number of lessons and
suggestions about how integrity can be safeguarded in such episodes
of immense time pressure can be extracted. They include:

Clear processes and guidelines when and by whom acceleration
situations can be invoked, what types of processes they do or do
not apply to, and with equally clear stipulations about when and
how such exceptional situations must be concluded (Marcelo 2022)

Pre-screening of suppliers and framework agreements to
accelerate individual tendering processes (e.g., ChileCompra)[3]

Full transparency of expedited procurement contracts[4]

Increasing administrative capacity / sourcing in extra capacity if
internal system too slow[5]

Required record-keeping for ex-post inspections (spend, but keep
all receipts) (IMF 2023; OECD 2020)

Encouraging/ incentivizing civil society to monitor procurement and
implementation (TI UK 2023), including public dashboards and
tracking systems for disbursements (IMF 2023)

Ramping-up ex-post audit capacity and judicial capacity to
prosecute suspected wrongdoing (TI UK 2023)

Expanding whistleblower protection and establish dedicated
channels (Schultz and Søreide 2008; UNODC 2022)

[3] https://www.opengovpartnership.org/stories/emergency-procurement-for-
covid-19-buying-fast-open-and-amart/
[4] https://www.opengovpartnership.org/stories/emergency-procurement-for-
covid-19-buying-fast-open-and-amart/
[5] Referenced in some form by almost all related sources.
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Risk management and effective compliance practice

An expert interview with an experienced head of compliance for a large
development initiative in the health sector surfaced a number of project
management-related practices that help reconcile effective integrity
measures with the required speed and efficiency of developmental
interventions. These measures include:

A dedicated application of risk-management and materiality
approaches to firmly focus integrity capabilities on the most
consequential and highest risk areas and avoid indiscriminate,
laborious box-ticking across all processes and projects (Chen and
Soltes 2018; Soltes 2022)
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Increased use of outcome and impact-focused contract elements
that provide discretion and adaptability on the input and
implementation side yet stipulate specific outcomes to be expected
and tie payments to these outcomes (Gibson n.d.)[6]

More use of digital networked technologies on mobile devices at
service delivery points for automatic, instant verification and
validation of service fulfillment via geo-location, integrated
evidence gathering (e.g., pictures taken with date /time stamp, etc.
(Muralidharan et al. 2021)

None of these practices present fool-proof recipes for expedited
integrity. They all come with their own well-documented challenges
and limitations (Clist 2019; De Pieri, Chiodo, and Gerli 2023; Hubbard
2020; Kosec and Wantchekon 2020) . Yet they provide inspiration and
a repertoire of tools to consider and selectively draw on for specific
contexts to help streamline and accelerate integrity practices.

[6]Some experts also propose the use of relational contracting techniques for
expanding flexibility even further and for proactively diffusing conflicts between
contracting parties that may cause significant delays in the execution phase
(Frydlinger, Hart, and Vitasek 2019). 



The emergent broader approach for ETI: front-load
(transparency/participation) – streamline (execution) – backload
(accountability)

When taking a step back and looking – with a bit of squinting - at the
mix of tools and approaches that are deemed useful to help expedite
transition integrity, they squarely fall into three baskets: 

Some are dedicated to frontloading integrity measures, i.e.,
providing upfront transparency, upfront screening, pre-approval,
participatory mechanisms at a high strategy level, and early local
involvement.

Others seek to streamline the execution and implementation phase
by introducing one-stop shops and more coordination, reducing
some red tape, introducing time-bound performance indicators and
entitlements, digitizing processes, and all throughout adding more
capacity either in-house or temporarily insourced.

Yet others are geared towards establishing a credible deterrence
and ex-post sanctioning mechanism, with receipt and record-
keeping requirements or a robust audit infrastructure involving
professional audit institutions as well as investigative journalists and
civil society watchdogs.

Exhibit 2: ETI – general approach

Design and
development:
Frontload

Implementation:
Streamline

Accountability: 
Backload

• Transparency
• Open procurement
• Open contracts
• Participation
• Early engagement,
consultations
• Pre-approvals,
dedicated zones

•Cut red tape
•Digitize
•Dashboards and tracking
screens
•One-stop coordination
•Discretion through impact
contracting
•Risk-management
approach to bootstrap anti-
corruption

•Audits, investigations
•Civil society watchdogs
•Investigative journalism
•Complaint and
feedback mechanisms
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E Some contours for action options

The referenced insights and ideas already spawn several possible
action options that merit further exploration. Here are some examples.

A rare cross-partisan window for action

For a start, it might be helpful to note that ETI gives rise to an action
and reform agenda that appears to have wide ideological appeal. It
appeals to climate activists and a new crop of supply-side progressives
who subscribe to an agenda of making the government more capable
of taking determined action and the economy more capable of
producing social goods from housing to healthcare to transition
infrastructures. Yet at the same time, it also can muster considerable
support at the other end of the political spectrum, from libertarian
skeptics and small government advocates who seek to bootstrap or
curb the administrative state in the name of more economic liberty. To
be sure, these interests are only partly overlapping, but ETI covers
sufficient common ground to foment cross-party legislative proposals
even in highly polarized environments such as the US. Integrity
advocates should take note and embrace this conversation as a
promising lever for assembling broader coalitions for long-standing
reform items. 

More thinking about time, timing, duration, and acceleration, in
strategy, program design and MEL

Donors, practitioners, and advocates might consider mainstreaming a
regard for time, duration, and speed into all their activities, from
upstream strategy creation to program and project design and very
importantly down to monitoring, evaluation, and learning (MEL) and
scholarly research on integrity and accountability mechanisms both in
the energy transition context and more broadly. The summary of the
state of the art concerning recognizing time and duration in the area of
mini-publics and deliberation clearly shows that much more attention to
the dimension of time and timing is warranted – and urgent. Such
explorations may also include finding compelling ways to visualize time-
related information about processes and mechanisms. Here is an
illustrative example from a data project that visualizes the duration of
the EU policy-making processes, clearly showing the observed duration
of individual steps, their relative importance in overall process duration,
and their empirical dispersion for a large number of policies working
their way through the system.
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Source: https://fabianbohnenberger.com/2024/09/02/the-rhythm-of-eu-law-
making-trilogues-part-3/
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Once relevant data has been gathered, similar visualization efforts for
integrity mechanisms and energy transition projects could help identify
and communicate priorities and opportunities for improvements.

Mapping it out – assessing the integrity implications of acceleration
measures

One approach for launching a bridging conversation to better connect
transition and integrity practitioners could be a joint mapping exercise
that collects specific measures for permitting reform and examines
them to determine their implications for integrity and accountability. 

Here is a simple example of what this could look like:

Exhibit 3: Duration of EU policy-making process 



Resources:
administrative
capacity scale-up

Identified as major
bottleneck across
administrations

Remove corruption-
prone administrative
bottlenecks.
Robust integrity
training for new gen of
officials

Rushed hiring,
onboarding and
administrative
expansion might impair
conflict of interest
screening
/management and
operational oversight

More public process
transparency

US: permitting
dashboard

Improved monitoring
and performance
accountability

Data deluge and
symbolic transparency

One-stop shop or
integrated agency
permitting

DE: offshore wind[8] Less hold-up and
chokepoints

Less accountability
checkpoints

Pre-clearance of
private vendors for
rapid procurement

Collusion lock-in, if
done badly

[8] (Webster and Carpen 2023)

ACCELERATION
MEASURE

EXAMPLES (PROPOSED
AND/OR IMPLEMENTED)

INTEGRITY
OPPORTUNITIES INTEGRITY RISKS

Pooled pre-approval
of planned and
future projects in a
specific zone

US: Programmatic
approval
EU: acceleration zones
UK: strategic approach in
offshore wind[7]

CSOs can pool
representation and
inputs Early-stage
engagement

Loss of context-
specific concerns and
on-ground stakeholder
inputs Higher
participation threshold
due to centralized
hearings

Default prioritizing
of green projects

DE: overwhelming public
interest

Legitimate interest
override,
greenwahsing

[7] (Webster and Carpen 2023)
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Exhibit 4 An indicative snippet of an integrity risk and opportunity 
map for acceleration measures



Low hanging fruit: a speed-scan of the integrity toolbox

Integrity tool developers and champions from social accountability to
citizen juries to open contracting might find it useful to undertake a
speed audit of their tools and approaches: They could direct their MEL
frameworks to include questions such as how long things take to be
effective or what a minimum viable duration would be contingent upon;
they could subject their existing toolboxes to a speed check, assessing
which elements could be bootstrapped, reengineered, re-sequenced or
even dropped to square speed and efficacy; and /or they could review
their guidance for the recommended implementation trajectory for
potential acceleration points and avoidable time sinks. 

A proximate example comes from the CoST, which put its maximalist
approach of how to roll out transparency and collective action for
infrastructure projects through a check to see what could be done as a
pragmatic bare minimum when available time and available resources
are less than ideal. The result is an interesting guidance note on how to
do CoST on a shoestring time budget, that can serve as a template for
other integrity tool providers that want to avoid that perfect becomes
the worst enemy of good. (CoST 2021)

Opportunity for a new tripartite public-private acceleration
compact?

Some of the transparency measures marked out as helpful – open
contracts, open ownership, etc. – often meet with resistance from the
private sector due to concerns about commercial confidentiality,
privacy, or cost. But if the public sector actors can, in return for more
disclosure, offer fewer bottlenecks in processing permits and more
streamlined, risk-based compliance measures, the calculus may change
and the contours of a deal emerge: A public-private compact that
generates more transparency and less administrative burden. Similarly,
permitting reforms are eyed with suspicion by civil society groups who
are afraid that they might offer entry points for special interest pleading
and a downgrade of environmental objectives. A concurrent
commitment to more expansive transparency, better data, and tighter
ex-post accountability might allay some of these fears and make civil
society support more likely. The promise of linking such commitments
warrants further exploration.
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Promising research directions

This scan clearly highlights that there are major evidence gaps and
promising pathways for expedited research, including:

21

Piercing generalizations, pluralizing actionable research: Quite
often the speed vs. integrity discussion takes place at a very high
level of generalization centered around notions such as “the energy
transition” or “renewables.” Producing actionable insights, however,
requires digging deeper, unpacking these umbrella terms, and
examining the distinctive speed, integrity, and political economy
profiles of different types of renewables and other important pieces
of the transition puzzle. Solar, wind, or hydropower come with
vastly different decentralization potentials, cost-benefit sharing
options, capital costs, and business models. They have very
different land-use requirements and environmental impact
footprints and therefore interact with speed and integrity dynamics
quite often in very different ways. In the US, for example, litigation
risks in solar are almost twice as high as for wind energy projects
(Bennon and Wilson 2023). And even more significant differences
arise when looking at other major elements of the energy transition,
such as critical mineral extraction on the input side or electricity
grid build-out and transformation on the other, both of which are
equally essential pieces of the puzzle and warrant their own specific
treatment in research and policy on ETI.

What is China doing? No other country is so rapidly developing all
parts of the energy transition value chain. At first sight, this could
be explained by a strictly authoritarian and statist approach that
simply overrides any opposition and concerns and just wills whole
new industries into a growth spurt. However, the actual picture is
plausibly more nuanced as the central government is continuously
struggling to rein in provincial and local level economies, faces huge
political economy challenges around entrenched coal and heavy
industry incumbencies, and does need to demonstrate
responsiveness to environmental concern and community harms
when they occur on a critical mass scale. In other words, China is
confronted with not completely dissimilar challenges and potential
blockages when putting its energy transition on steroids and it
would be worthwhile exploring whether any additional learnings and
insights – good or bad – can be gleaned from this experiment, even
though this may sound like a controversial project at the surface. A
quick scan of the related literature surfaces a number of such 



How are all these pilots in permitting reforms working? What early
experience can be collected from the vantage point of integrity and
accountability? Pilot projects for anything from “positive silence
clauses” (permit by default for small-scale projects), maximum
duration entitlements for specific administrative processes, or
dedicated development zones with streamlined permitting are all
underway across the world. It should therefore already be possible
– and high time – to gain a more empirical take: How effective in
practice are these and many other reform mechanisms in this
sprawling experimentation landscape? What are the observed
implications for integrity? These are important questions to ask
before such mechanisms are rolled out on a mass scale. The idea-
to-evidence ratio is still very low.

What do we know about the efficacy of ex-post sanctions and
accountability mechanisms? One important strand of
recommendations for ETI points towards a reliance on ex-post
integrity mechanisms such as audits and investigations. It is
therefore worthwhile exploring in more detail the available evidence
on how to design such mechanisms for maximum effectiveness,
how to adapt them to specific contexts, and how to maximize their
ex-ante deterrence power through strategic communication and
other means. It was beyond the scope of this quick scan to examine
this in more depth, but there is an existing evidence base that can
be probed for this purpose, which could make this low-hanging fruit
for next steps on the research side.

practices to be explored, including the creation of targeted
competition among large companies (Evans 2022), techniques of
“directed improvisation” to enable adaptive development of
transition solutions (Ang 2016, 2024), and mixing informal and
formal practices for experimentation and scaling up power grids
(Korsnes 2020). 
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Could anti-SLAPP measures play a role?  Given the
aforementioned risk that integrity measures are being hijacked by
special interests to slow down or even stymie the energy transition,
is there potential for developing something akin to protections
against SLAPPs (strategic lawsuits against public participation) that
are also brought in bad faith for frivolous purposes to silence
criticism and legitimate claims? Can anti-SLAPP legislation provide
some ideas or even templates for stopping the frivolous use of
plebiscitary or other integrity mechanisms in the energy transition? 



Outlook: environmental justice - a tried and (con)tested work horse
for innovation in accountability

The blitz-scaling challenge is unprecedented, but past experience
comes with a kernel of optimism. The journey of environmental justice,
the need to devise and adapt environmental governance in heavily
contested contexts, has a long and proud track record of achievements
and attests to the adaptability of related governance frameworks.

Environmental justice is the policy domain that has given rise to and
actively driven the evolution of key integrity and accountability
mechanisms and the public norms that accompany them. From freedom
of information regimes to public consultation mechanisms, from
externality impact assessments to third-party litigation rights, it was
often environmental movements that have pushed the boundaries and
driven the institutionalization and encoding of new rights and new
accountability and participation mechanisms. Confronting powerful
vested interests and entrenched, counterproductive habits and norms
along the way has been part and parcel of that struggle all along. This
demonstrated agility and deep experience in managing conflicts and
charting a progressive way forward against all odds does not diminish
the scale of the challenge ahead. But it does offer hope that integrity
and accountability measures can be adapted and fast-tracked to meet
the civilizational challenge of a rapidly accelerating energy transition. 

It is high time to have this conversation, and there are already many
insights, ideas, and action options that can help us get started
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