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. A  y y  In 8, the United Nations (UN) held a conference on 
the energ transition and reneale energ sources in Nairoi. e conference report said that “the issue is 
not hether an energ transition ill tae place ut hether the international communit ill achieve it in 
an orderl peaceful, progressive, ust and integrated manner” (UN, 8, p. ). Interestingl, it coupled the 
energ transition to desired and reuired “adustments and institutional and structural changes in interna
tional economic relations”. e report stated that such a transition provides opportunities for a ne tpe of 
development, such as tacling the uneven poer relations eteen the gloal North and South. In short, the 
energ transition as supposed to go hand in hand ith another, political economic transition  the princi
ples hich ere outlined in the Ne International Economic Order (UN, 4).

A fe ears efore that, ut more attuned to the local (communit) scale, Lovins (6) also situated the 
energ transition rml in the then prevailing political economic structure. He setched to possile energ 
development pathas for the net ft ears, until the mids. One is the “hard energ path”. is 
path increases the use of fossil fuels and is ased on centralized, largescale and arcane “hard” technologies. 
Judging this path as inherentl unsustainale, he pleaded for another, “soft energ path”. Among other, this 
path taes “enduse needs” as departure point, to hich the scale and geographic distriution of reneale 
energ as ell as the energ ualit had to e adapted. e distinction eteen these to paths, he sas, rests 
on “the technical and sociopolitical structure of the energ sstem, thus focusing our attention on conseuent 
and crucial political dierences” (ibid., p. ). He concludes his article  stating that “the most important, 
dicult, and neglected uestions of energ strateg are not mainl technical or economical ut rather social 
and ethical” (ibid., p. 5). While critical of Lovins’ approach, Mester and Poschman (8) suggest that 
“the etensive treatment of political uestions forms much of Lovins’ appeal. Realisticall, the energ deate 
cannot escape the ideolog and controvers of politics and concentrate solel on the economics and tech
nolog of the energ form. An discussion of energ polic reects the ideological attles of present and of 
past decades” (ibid., pp. 888).

Fift ears later no, here do e and here does the deate stand? First, e ma conclude that the 
traector taen has resemled much of Lovin’s “hard energ path”. As De Vincenzo (4) argues else
here in these proceedings, there are vast interests in eeping the fossil fuelased energ sstem as it is. 
e incument sstem, he shos, is ercel and successfull defended  poerful oil companies (Mitchell, 
). at said, the unsustainailit of this traector is no idel recognized. Reneale energ devel
opments have taen a ight and so has the deate on it. In this deate, the issue of scale once more comes 
to the fore, ith the agenc of communit and local solutions taing an increasingl prominent role. is 
socalled “communit energ” (CE) deate emerged in the ae of an increasing numer of initiatives set 
up and driven  communities in the s and s. ese communities not ust sought to transition to 
another energ sstem, ut also to transform social, economic and political routines, such as the a e live 
together and our (unsustainale) patterns of consumption (Waler and DevineWright, 8). Not unlie 
Lovins’ soft path approach.

Of late, hoever, there is a tendenc in this literature to hat Mester and Poschman (8) argued 
should e avoided: to depoliticize CE and to concentrate on the economics and technolog of the (com
munit) energ form. is, at least, is hat Bauens et al. () suggest in their etensive literature revie 
of energrelated communit concepts. e oserve “a relative reduction in scholars’ attention to transfor
mative notions of communit that emphasize collective and grassroots processes of participation in energ 
transitions, to the enet of instrumental conceptualizations of communit focusing on more technical and 
economic aspects” (ibid., p. 4).
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What feeds this tendenc? One eplanation is that the rapid increase of studies on CE stems in a large part 
from the economic and engineering sciences (ibidem). is in turn ma follo trends in polic and research 
funding arrangements that favor a technical and (neoclassical) economic approach to understanding and 
tacling energ issues and in hich communities ma e seen as instrumental devices to enact government 
preferred polic changes (Aien et al., ). For instance, DevineWright () analzes a polic sitch  
the UK government from supporting CE initiatives to supporting “local energ” developments. While ap
pearing as an innocent semantic move, it has potentiall farreaching conseuences. Local energ, he argues, 
is derived from the transformative aspects that ere central to CE. Hoever, the local energ polic of the 
UK government is ased on a neolieral approach, emphasizing maret actors and mechanisms, and “smart” 
technologies (ibidem). Lieise, the European Union (Eu) has formalized the concept of “energ commu
nit” in its energ polic and program (Eu, ), ut considers it one in a range of agents in an otherise 
maretdriven reneale energ sstem. In short, there is hat Creamer et al. () call an increasing focus 
on “customer/consumer focused individualism” in CE. And this focus lends in ell ith technical and eco
nomic orientations on CE, leaving political uestions largel untouched.

Yet, e argue that even the social science part of the CE literature deals onl marginall ith such ues
tions. is can e eplained  theoretical frameors often used to stud CE, such as the MultiLevel 
Approach and studies on acceptailit (Van der Schoor and Scholtens, ; Leonhardt et al., ; Creamer 
et al., ). In their literature revie, Van der Schoor and Scholtens () argue that most scholars tend 
toard a practicefocused, instrumental notion of CE. is is prominentl reected  scholars’ focus on 
“enalers and arriers” for CE. Leonhardt et al. (), for instance, revies the literature on government in
struments supporting CE. While insightful, it taes for granted or does hardl discuss ho such instruments 
relate to CE politically  that is, ho instruments ma support some tpe of CE initiatives (lie those in line 
ith government polic), hile discouraging others. e same goes for Fouladvand et al.’s () revie on 
thermal energtpes of CE; the focus on institutional and ehavioral properties that characterize, enale 
and constrain these initiatives, ut the mae fe lins ith its political dimensions.

ose taing an energ ustice and/or democrac lens to CE, engage ith CE’s various sociopolitical 
dimensions, such as ineualit in energ access, aordailit, energ povert, participation and decisionma
ing processes ithin and eond CE initiatives. While tacling pressing issues, man such studies still put 
forard a relativel descriptive and uncritical account of hat drives those issues (Van Bommel and Höen, 
; Hane et al., ). As Tornel () argues more generall, there is little critical engagement ith 
(dominant incument) politics driving (communit) energ sstem, ho such sstems drive and are driven 
 national and gloal capitalism or the limits of appling a (Western) human rights lens (ibidem). A more 
critical and radical approach, argue Padovan et al. (forthcoming), could and should also e applied to the role 
of collective action in CE initiatives.

In short, e suggest there is a tendenc to depoliticize CE. at is, to render issues of poer and politics 
mute and those of a technical, managerial/governance and economic nature to the foreground. is is an un
fortunate tendenc  certainl in the current era, here the political uestions on the energ transition loom 
even larger than during the s and 8s. Our intervention thus calls for a repoliticization of communi
tased energ developments. In other ords, e suggest uestions of poer and politics, and emedding 
CE in roader political economic structures, is e to understanding and help pushing the energ transition 
in more ust directions. We concur ith Spieroer et al. () and Waler and DevineWright (in Creamer 
et al., ) that a political ecological approach to CE and energ transition can help in this tas. We propose 
such an approach, after rst delving deeper into several prolem areas that e thin eist in the CE literature, 
illustrated  a CE case that e investigated, called Geothermal Village.

. T    .  Geothermal Village (GV) is a CE concept ased on geothermal 
as a reneale energ source. It aims to introduce geothermalased standalone electric and thermal energ 
sstems to ogrid African communities. e geographical focus of GV is East Africa. Cutting across this re
gion is the East African Rift Sstem (EARS), here geothermal resources are aundant. e EARS runs from 
Northeast Africa southards, covering a large part of the Eastern African an. Current research into GV 
focuses on four communities: Homa Hills, Kena; Lac Ahé, Diouti; Mashuza, Randa; and Era Boru in 
Ethiopia. ese places, as ell as part of the EARS, are indicated in Figure .

GV focuses on socalled “direct use” applications of geothermal energ. Direct use refers to the use of 
geothermal resources found at shallo depths and ith a lo to medium enthalp or temperature. Such 
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loer temperature geothermal resources could e “directl” put to use for human needs, that is,  and for 
communities living close to them. Potential direct uses var and ma include smallscale electricit genera
tion, athing and the dring of food items. Direct use diers from geothermal “indirect use”, hich refers to 
largescale electricit generation from high temperature geothermal resources. is electricit tpicall feeds 
the national grid and therefore serves those connected to the grid. Countries prefer indirect use and thus the 
eploitation of high temperature geothermal resources, leaving the lotomedium resources largel undevel
oped. Yet, the latter oer signicant potential for energ development in remote places, here communities 
are tpicall not connected to the national grid. In short, GV aspires to e a form of CE ased on geothermal 
as the principal energ source.

We sa “aspire”, as GV does not et eist on the ground. It is a concept or imaginar hose viailit and 
applicailit is currentl eing investigated through interdisciplinar research, covering geo, engineering,  
and social sciences. is article dras on social scientic research on GV, specicall on shortterm ualitative 
eldor carried out in all four places during the period Novemer Novemer . In each place,  
semistructured intervies and Focus Group Discussions ere held ith e actors in and near the communi
ties as ell as intervies ith actors on the national levels. Secondar data constitute another important source.

. R y y:  b S .  Our research on GV in the East 
African contet provides an interesting case and lens to criticall reect on the CE literature and specicall, 
to highlight the importance of reengaging ith uestions of poer and politics. We discuss ve interrelated 
prolem areas that e thin reuire critical attention if CE is to live up to its transformative roots. ese are 
the geographical focus of CE as ell as uestions of scale, communit, energ and development.

Regarding geographical focus, the CE literature has a clear gloal North (specicall West European) 
ias. Fe studies on CE loo at the gloal South and specicall, the African contet. Because of this, argue 
Amole et al. (), the gloal South could learn from cases in the gloal North. We agree that this oers 
potential for learning, ut e (our case) stress(es) the need to criticall assess hether and hat practices and 

Note: ) Era Boru (Ethiopia); ) Lac Ahé (Diouti); ) Homa Hills (Kena); 4) Mashuza (Randa). e Olaria region (Kena) 
is used for geothermal indirectuse development.

Source: Map used ith permission and adapted from Fadel et al. ().

Fig. 1 - Geothermal village research sites along the East African Rift System (EARS)
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ideas from the North could or should function as model for countries in the South. We emphasize the enet 
of adopting a “Southern” and relational gloal NorthSouth perspective to CE, for three main reasons.

First, and as also acnoledged  Amole et al. (), the gloal North and South contets dier sig
nicantl. Notal the idea of energ “transition” gets a dierent connotation in Southern contets, here 
energ access is lo and energ povert high (Guerreiro and Botetzagia, 8). In all four GV sites, most 
people have never enoed (reliale) energ access. Hence, the do not transition from one (unsustainale) to 
another (more sustainale) mode of energ suppl. e aspire to move from none to some. Yet, the reason 
these sites are not connected is not necessaril one of remoteness or a matter of “catching up” ith developed 
regions. In to of the four sites (Kena and Randa), the grid is in fact present or near and still, fe people 
are connected. e reason energ access is lo and povert high is more comple and is found in a longer 
histor of uneven development; in all four GV countries, some peoples and spaces (e.g. middletohigh class 
in uran centers) have sstematicall een privileged in terms of energ access, hile others have een mar
ginalized (e.g. the rural poor) (Neell and Philips, 6).

Adopting a relational lens, moreover, is important to acnoledge that this uneven energ development 
is not ust the result of domestic policies and politics, ut closel connected to international relations  not 
least eteen Europe and Africa. NorthSouth development, to tae a notale eample of such relations, 
often carries ith it normative ideas and frameors that entrench rather than tacle the root causes of 
uneven development in our case countries. Because of this, lastl, it deserves recommendation to tae the 
Southern contet and noledges as departure point, to nd solutions adapted to the specic contets, and 
to assess hat could and could not t in from Northern CE eamples; and vice versa, hat a Southern lens 
can oer CE cases in the gloal North. A Southern lens is needed to help challenge the legacies of decades of 
neolieral development and the undermining of CE, not least through its perverse forms of individualism. 
Radical alternatives that challenge this and oer pathas for trul collective energ sstems at communit 
level ased on concepts such as care and the commons (e.g. hen it comes to propert regimes) are proposed 
and demanded  “Peoples of the South”. CE scholarship could enet from these alternative approaches.

To other issues relate to scale and the notion of communit. ese issues are ell captured  Creamer 
et al. (8, p. ), ho argue that CE is “commonl presented as singular, ounded and localized”. ere 
is ample scholarl engagement ith the term communit in CE; scholars outline the term’s amiguit and 
malleailit (Bauens et al., ) as ell as the diverse as in hich CE can manifest itself in terms of 
energ source, technolog choice, onership, people’s engagement, motivations, desired results  in short, 
communit as process and outcome (Waler and DevineWright, 8). Despite this, Creamer et al. (8) 
argue, scholars still tend to connect CE to a ounded group of people at the local scale. is is reminiscent 
of deates in development studies in the ss, hen ottom up and communitased development 
approaches had popularized, ut had also come under increasing scrutin. Critics argued that oth “revisionist 
neolierals” and (earl) postdevelopment scholars tended to essentialize the local “as discrete places that host 
relativel homogenous communities or, alternativel, constitute sites of grassroots moilization and resistance” 
(Mohan and Stoe, , p. 64). As Hart () shos, this neglects not ust the a in hich the local is 
emedded in hat is euphemisticall called “gloalization”, ut also potentiall pla “into deepl disaling di
scourses of gloalization”, including prolematic dichotomies lie local = passive/static versus gloal = active/
dnamic (ibid., p. 655; see also Aien et al., ). is tendenc ma also cause one to overloo ho com
munities themselves engage in (re)scaling strategies so as to challenge dominant scalar notions and politics, 
such as those associated ith the central state on the national level (Minoia and Mölänen, ).

Our research conrms the importance of (investigating) roader political economic structures on poten
tial GV developments. To of our sites, in Diouti and Randa, sho this most clearl. Both countries are 
small and have ver centralized government regimes, organized around authoritarian leaders ho have led 
their countries for to decades. Both nations have uite recent histories of conict and violence eteen 
dierent ethnic groups, and their regimes have since tried to maintain a relative stailit through a mi of co
ercion, alancing poer relations at the top and, in the case of Randa, rapid development (Boroicz, ; 
Stan, 6; Mann and Berr, 6; McDoom, ). is comes ith severe conseuences; net to a lac 

 See Manifesto for an ecosocial energy transition from the People of the South that “critiues the ‘clean energ’ transitions of the 
Gloal North and oers an alternative vision from the gloal South”. https://fpif.org/manifestoforanecosocialenergtransition
fromthepeoplesofthesouth. See the Gloal Tapistr of Alternatives for a range of alternative frameors and ideas for energ and 
other transitions, https://gloaltapestrofalternatives.org/inde.
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of freedom and high levels of ineualit, governance sstems are organized from top to ottom in as that 
fe local developments escape the attention of poerful actors at higher scales. In Diouti, for instance, an 
geothermal development ought to e driven  the national agenc for geothermal development ODDEG. 
is agenc falls directl under the President’s oce, given the strategic and political importance attriuted 
to this resource. It means that the Afar communit of Lac Ahé that GV aims at is much more closel con
nected to higher scale actors and processes than one ould assume traveling to their remote and arid places. 
e Afar communit is also a good eample of ho fragile the idea of a “ounded communit” is. Again, on 
rst sight, one ould e inclined to see the Afar as a uintessential ounded and localized communit. But 
the Afar in fact have a ver long nomadicpastoralist histor and this communit is closel tied to a far greater 
Afar group that net to Diouti, spreads out over parts of Eritrea and Ethiopia, including the GV site in the 
latter countr (Alemu, 5). e point is, even the ostensil remotest and most ounded communities 
are not insulated from (su)national forces and instead implicated in roader spatialpolitical developments. 
And that has a earing on ho communit energ unfolds and hat space eists for transformative politics.

What underpins these notions of scale and communit, is a conception of energ (sstem) as a social rela
tion. is is missing in Creamer et al. (8); hile the convincingl sho that “communit” is inevital 
ound up ith a variet of actors at multiple scales, their account remains silent on hat energ is. Political 
ecologists mae eplicit that energ should not ust e seen as a resource or oect for human appropriation, 
ut as a political, sociometaolic strateg for attaining energ potential (Cederlöf, , p. 8; Tornel, ; 
Padovan et al., ). Energ is a social relation in that it connects communities ith (distant) actors through 
the materialit of things  e the infrastructure, propert relations and other elements in communit energ 
sstems. Novel (communit) energ sstems, argues Bridge (8), should therefore also e considered in 
relation to incument sstems. Applied to our case, hat dierentiates geothermal from other energ sources 
is the dicult, uncertaint, and high investment reuirements to unleash its energ potential. Besides pre
liminar geological studies, drilling is the (onl) a to accuratel assess geothermal energ potential. But 
drilling is epensive, hich at once maes a communit rel on eternal eperts as ell as pulic and de
velopment agents illing and ale to do this. And even hen one drills, it is still ver uncertain hether to 
nd geothermal resources ith high energ potential.

Kena illustrates ho through energ, social  and particularl propert  relations emedded in incument 
sstems potentiall ear on GV developments. Neell and Philips (6) analzed ho Kena’s energ sstem 
has een formed through neolieral development and tight lins eteen national and transnational capital. 
is plas out in appling private propert regimes on energ resources and development, including geother
mal. In our GV case, the right to develop geothermal resources are in the hands of a private developer, rendering 
the communit into a dependenc relation visàvis this developer. While the developer is illing to have the 
communit enet from the resources, it is ultimatel he ho decides. Ho this developercommunit relation 
plas out ill largel depend on the geophsical properties and hence the potential of the resource, hich is 
suect to research still. For GV, loertomedium enthalp resources are sucient to construct a simple sstem 
that could satisf some primar (re)production needs. For the developer, the higher the potential of the resource, 
the more elaorate the sstem and functions he could develop and the higher the potential prot  hich is 
one his driving motives. Whether and ho these to developments (GV and the developer’s) are compatile 
materiall (eond social agreements that are alread there), remains to e seen.

Finall, GV and a gloal South perspective on CE directs our attention to another, perhaps the most, con
tentious term: development. ere are man as to dene or conceptualize this term, ut in all endeavors, 
one ends up having to grapple ith normative and ethical uestions (Castree, , pp. 84). Illustrative 
is the denition of development  Chamers () as “good change”. “Good” immediatel triggers the 
uestion hat is good, for hom, ho to do good,  hat mechanisms. e “good governance” agenda 
pursued across the gloal South promptl reminds us that development that pretends to e good need not 
necessaril e so for all population groups  and certainl not for the rural poor that constitutes a large part 
of the population in our GV sites.

In the previous section e mentioned that GV does not et eists on the ground. GV is an imaginar, 
hich means it incorporates a development vision. One a to outline such a vision is to utapose it to an un
desirale development. Indeed, GV aspires to e an alternative to largescale geothermal developments of the 
ind eisting in Kena, aimed at largescale electricit generation for the national grid. is is the mainstream 
geothermal development traector, in terms of ho is driving it (maor national and development agencies), 
ho (maret means) and for hom (those fortunate to e connected to the grid). Communities lie those in 
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GV tend not to enet much from these megaproects and, moreover, these proects in Kena have come aout 
through dispossession of (Maasai) people from their lands (Hughes and Rogei, ). GV ors on a dier
ent development idea. While GV should not e romanticized, the vision is for geothermal de velopment to e 
grounded in and directl eneting the communit. Yet this tpe of directuse geothermal development has 
not et received much attention  policmaers, ho continue to e chie focused on indirect use develop
ments. It thus reuires engaging in social struggles to gain support for this alternative development traector.

4. C.  Mester and Poschman (8, p. 8) stated long ago that “an discussion of energ 
polic reects the ideological attles of present and past decades”. If CE reects such a attle, it is this: the 
tendenc to pretend it is someho not ideological, that is, free of politics and poer struggles. Using our 
research into geothermal village in East Africa, e conclude that the development and form of a communit 
energ sstem should not e treated as an apolitical process. We conrm the UN’s and Lovins’ propositions 
ft ears ago that such a sstem is inevital ound up ith political and normative uestions and that it 
is emedded in (i.e. facilitated and constrained ) roader political economic structures  and should e 
studied as such. We sustantiated this argument through a discussion of ve prolem areas that e thin 
eist in the CE literature and  using GV to illustrate our points. To these points e add one more, namel 
the need for a critical social science approach to CE. One that introduces concepts that allos us to see and 
analze the poer struggles and politics at pla in CE initiatives.

Concretel, e suggest a geographicall informed political ecolog (or geopolitical) approach to studing 
CE, along the lines set out  Bridge (8) and Bridge and Gailing (). Bridge (8) argues this should 
inter alia come aout through a critical reection on the geograph of noledge production, hich means 
asing the uestion hat it ould mean to stud and theorize energ sstems from elsehere than the gloal 
North. Our article, though rief, is meant to do eactl this. Bridge and Gailing () furthermore invites 
us to consider ho ne energ spaces come aout. Ne energ spaces, the argue, are the “production of 
novel cominations of energ sstems and social relations across space  hence a process of uneven develop
ment”. Indeed, it ors on the premise that space is not some ind of container ith ed properties, ut 
is produced through a metaolic socioecological process. And this production of space and nature, Bridge 
(8) contends, is an openended process. ough plaing out on a terrain of poer struggles (Li, ), 
“it creates a space for progressive politics, through hich alternative energ spatialities can emerge that redis
triute social poer and or against (rather than ith) the political economic grain” (Bridge, 8, p. 4). 
It is up to those involved in and researching GV and other CE initiatives to loo for and use that space for 
repoliticizing CE and reemrace its transformative potential.
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SUMMARY: Communit energ and the more recent concept of energ communit point at some form of 
communitased (reneale) energ sstem in a roader contet of energ transition. Research into these concepts 
has rapidl epanded in the past decade. According to Bauens et al., this epansion has gone hand in hand ith 
an increasingl instrumental conceptualization of communit and escheing normative uestions on communities’ 
transformation. We tae this point further and argue that CE and in particular energ communit are inherentl 
depoliticized concepts that reuire urgent (re)politicization. at is, rather than rendering CE technical and economical, 
and its poer and political dimensions mute, e argue the latter are fundamental in contemporar energ transitions. 
is is all the more important hen factoring in other than Western geographies. We therefore call for a geographicall 
informed political ecolog of CE. An approach, in short, that etends eond the gloal north, taes the multiscalar 
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politics of energ transitions seriousl and more criticall engages the uestion ho ongoing or envisaged CE concepts 
(ought to) challenge unsustainale energ traectories. We discuss the potential and challenges of this approach  
reecting on one specic CE concept in East Africa called geothermal village, hose feasiilit is currentl eing 
investigated ithin a research frameor eteen the European and African Union.

RIASSUNTO: I due concetti di Communit energ e, di conio più recente, energ communit si riferiscono in 
prima attuta a una ualche forma di sistema energetico (rinnovaile) asato su una dimensione comunitaria nel più 
ampio contesto della transizione energetica. La ricerca su uesti temi si è intensicata nell’ultimo decennio. Secondo 
Bauens et al., uesta intensicazione è stata accompagnata dalla crescita di un utilizzo strumentale del concetto di co
munità evitando di adottare approcci più normativi riferiti al suo potenziale trasformativo. A partire da uesta evidenza, 
in uesto contriuto si argomenta che il concetto di comunità energetica e in particolare di energ communities è intrin
secamente depoliticizzato e richiede urgente (ri)politicizzazione. Il che signica porre l’attenzione sulla centralità delle 
dimensioni politiche e di distriuzione del potere nelle transizioni energetiche contemporanee e nello sviluppo delle 
comunità energetiche, invece di indulgere nella descrizione delle loro componenti tecniche ed economiche. Ciò è ancora 
più importante se si considerano aree geograche diverse da uelle occidentali. In uesto contriuto si rivendica uindi 
la necessità di un’ecologia politica delle comunità energetiche geogracamente informata. Un approccio, in reve, che 
si estende oltre il nord del mondo, prende sul serio la politica multiscalare delle transizioni energetiche e aronta in 
modo più critico la uestione di come i concetti di comunità energetica attuali e futuri (dovreero) sdare le traiet
torie energetiche non sosteniili. Nel contriuto si discute anche il potenziale e le sde di uesto approccio riettendo 
su uno specico modello di comunità energetica in Africa orientale denominato geothermal village e la cui fattiilità 
è attualmente oggetto di studio nell’amito di un progetto di cooperazione tra l’Unione europea e uella africana per 
promuovere la ricerca sulla transizione energetica.
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*Università degli Studi di Torino, Department of Cultures, Politics and Societ; chris.buscher@unito.it; paola.minoia@
unito.it; elisa.bignante@unito.it; alessandro.sciullo@unito.it; dario.padovan@unito.it


