
May 2026 

1/7 

POLICY DIALOGUE SERIES 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Winds of Competing 
Interests: A Dialogue to 
Navigate the Commons in 
the Energy Transition 
As Switzerland accelerates its shift to renewable 
energy, the focus is increasingly on wind energy. 
For government oƯicials and wind energy 
supporters, this technology is promising. 
However, wind energy also brings controversy. A 
project in the Seeland region reveals a clash 
between national climate goals and local 
realities. This policy dialogue explores how 
commoners, local residents, and forest experts 
negotiate the future of energy, community, and 
the commons in a multi-functional landscape. 
 
 

Where Wind Meets Woods 

Switzerland is accelerating its transition towards 
renewable energy in line with its national climate 
goals and the Energy Strategy 2050. As part of this 

Photomontage from the Gegenwind-Lyss-Büetigen-Diessbach association 

KEY MESSAGES 

Commons at a crossroads: the commoners 
have a lot at stake depending on the project 
implementation. They need to consider not 
only short-term economic gains from it, but 
also the preservation and continuity of the 
commons for next generations. 

Value of the forest: The management and 
sustainable use of the forest to ensure its 
continuity through time involves important 
eƯorts, local and expert knowledge, care, and 
adaptation to changing environmental 
conditions (e.g., drier soils). Forests can be 
shaped to provide diƯerent services (e.g., 
recreational purposes, biodiversity 
preservation, timber production, etc). 

Trust and process matter: A company 
planning such projects involving concrete 
changes in the landscape and lives of the local 
communities should engage with them in a 
transparent way and the population should be 
informed of the potential impacts of such a 
project before being pre-contracted. 
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eƯort, wind energy has gained attention as a 
potential solution to increase the share of 
renewable energy, but not without sparking 
significant public debate.  

This field report explores a wind energy project 
currently under consideration in the Biel-
Seeland region of the Canton of Bern, including 
the municipalities of Diessbach, Büetigen, and 
Lyss. The proposed site lies within a forested 
area that is partly owned and managed by a 
commoners’ organisation (i.e., Burgergemeinde 
Diessbach). A Burgergemeinde is a traditional 
self-governing institution rooted in historical 
land and resource rights, in which recognised 
members – often based on descent – 
collectively manage and sustain common 
property such as forests, pastures, and alpine 
meadows (Haller et al. 2021). 

This policy dialogue report addresses the 
following research question: How does the 
process of installing a wind power project in a 
Swiss forest owned by a commoners' 
organization reveal a conflict of interest between 
diƯerent stakeholders? Through on-site 
observation, stakeholder presentations and 

interviews, this report presents an account of 
the perspectives from the diƯerent 
stakeholders. We explore the key arguments for 
and against the project and broader 
implications for energy policy, ecological 
sustainability, and community trust.  

The map in Figure 1 provides the context of our 
fieldwork and shows potential locations for the 
planned wind turbines. Our field research 
included a visit to the forest house in Diessbach, 
where interviews were conducted (see 
"Waldhaus Diessbach"). We also explored the 
nearby forest to better understand the scale of 
land clearing required for the construction of a 
250m turbine and related access roads. 
Additionally, we visited a sightseeing tower (see 
“Lysser Aussichtsturm”), which oƯers an aerial 
view of the region.  

The following pages highlight the complex 
social, environmental, and economic 
considerations at play in transforming local 
landscapes in pursuit of national energy goals. 

 

 

Figure 1. Planned wind energy development in the Biel-Seeland region. Possible locations for 250m 
high wind energy plants (red markers) are shown within the regional wind energy area (red shaded) and 
a test area (yellow shaded). Created with Google Earth and adapted from the regional structure plan for 
Wind energy Biel-Seeland (24 April 2024). 
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A Commoners’ Perspective on Wind Farm 
Development in Forested Land 

Ernst Häni, a farmer and the president of the 
Burgergemeinde Diessbach oƯers an insight into 
how rural communities engage with the energy 
transition while maintaining long-standing 
commitments to environmental and cultural 
landscape management. The Burgergemeinde 
owns approximately 200 hectares of forest and 
agricultural land leased to local farmers. These 
natural assets, once integral to the region’s 
agropastoral subsistence economy, are today 
used for agriculture, timber production 
(including high-quality wood for sustainable 
furniture), and recreational purposes. 

Although forestry once generated enough 
revenue to support local management, 
including the salary of a forest ranger, declining 
profitability has challenged traditional 
stewardship models. Nonetheless, the 
community remains committed to collectively 
sustainably managing its resources, intending to 
pass them on to future generations. For E. Häni, 
the forest is not merely an economic asset but 
also a cultural landscape, i.e., an 
intergenerational heritage requiring care, 
foresight, and adaptation. 

 

In 2023, the Burgergemeinde was approached 
by Windenergie Schweiz AG (WES AG) with a 
proposal to lease forest sections for the 
installation of seven wind turbines. From a 
financial standpoint, the oƯer was compelling. 
Revenues from the lease would support critical 
forest maintenance operations, including road 
upkeep, regeneration felling, and the selective 
planting of resilient species. 

To evaluate the project, representatives of the 
Burgergemeinde visited a similar wind farm in 
southern Germany, and consultations within the 
Burgergemeinde were held based on 
presentations by WES AG, culminating in a 
democratic vote, where, according to E. Häni, 
two thirds of the present commoners approved 
the project. According to E. Häni, this support 
was not solely driven by economic interests but 
by a broader vision: to diversify forest use in 
ways that generate long-term value while 
preserving its ecological and cultural functions. 
In this vision, renewable energy production 
becomes part of a new sustainable strategy for 
managing the forest. 

Nonetheless, the initiative has raised concerns 
among the commoners as well, says E. Häni. In 
particular, environmental and sensory impacts – 
including the planned felling of trees for the 
wind turbine and potential noise pollution – 
were openly acknowledged by E. Häni. 
Arguments against these concerns are that such 
impacts are relatively minor when weighed 
against the expected benefits, particularly in 
light of the ongoing energy crisis in Europe, 
which is exacerbated by geopolitical tensions. 
Moreover, the proposed project would become 
the largest wind energy park in Europe, lending it 
strategic significance. 

To address these concerns, the Burgergemeinde 
signed a preliminary agreement with WES AG 
that includes two key conditions. First, no more 
than four wind turbines may be erected in the 
Diessbach area. This means that if WES AG were 
to build a wind turbine on the land of a private 
owner, the Burgergemeinde Diessbach would 
only approve three further turbines on its own 
territory. Secondly, the project must be finally 
approved by the community meeting. Without 
this political endorsement, the project cannot 
proceed. These stipulations reflect the 
community’s insistence on procedural 
legitimacy, ecological responsibility, and 
consensus among stakeholders. 

 

 

 

Photo: Holzmarkt Ostschweiz AG 
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Against the Wind: Community Pushback 

The association Gegenwind Lyss - Büetigen - 
Diessbach was founded in May 2024 in 
response to growing concerns from local 
residents. Within one year, the group amassed 
120 members intending to prevent the 
construction of the Oberwald/Bannholz wind 
park. Hansruedi PfeiƯer is the current president 
of the association. He comes from Ottiswil, a 
small village in the GrossaƯoltern municipality, 
which is situated on the border of the Lyss-
Diessbach region designated as a potential site 
for a wind farm. 

The association’s opposition is founded on 
several critical points. First, the association 
highlights significant democratic and political 
deficits in the planning process. WES AG has 
begun formal pre-contracting agreements with 
communal landowners without informing or 
consulting the broader local community, leaving 
many unaware of the project. This lack of 
transparency undermines community consent 
and participation, raising concerns about the 
legitimacy of the decision-making process. 

Second, the group emphasises the ecological 
and cultural importance of the 
Oberwald/Bannholz landscape. This area is 
considered a valuable natural environment. The 
proposed wind turbines, along with the 
necessary clear-cutting of forest sections, 
would cause irreparable damage to local 
biodiversity and disrupt the delicate 
ecosystems. 

Third, members worry about the impact on local 
property values. Given Switzerland’s high 
population density, the turbines’ proximity to 
residential areas could reduce real estate 
values. 

Health and well-being are also central concerns. 
The association warns that residents would be 
exposed to persistent noise pollution and the 
shadow flicker caused by the turbine blades. 
Additionally, there is a risk of ice being thrown 
from the rotating blades, posing potential safety 
hazards. 

Finally, the sheer scale of the proposed turbines 
– planned to reach 250 meters in height, 
approximately six times taller than the 
surrounding forest canopy – is perceived as 
disproportionate and visually intrusive. It would 
irreversibly alter the character of the landscape 
and cast a shadow over the local environment. 

In sum, Gegenwind Lyss – Büetigen – Diessbach 
contests the wind farm project on grounds of 
democratic transparency, environmental and 
landscape protection, health risks and 
economic and social impact. The association 
also points out energy policy alternatives to 
wind turbines in the densely populated 
Mittelland region.  
 

Balancing the Canopy: A Forest Ranger’s 
Perspective on Heritage and Habitat in 
Transition 

Andreas Ammann, a retired forest ranger who, 
among other places, worked for many years at 
the Lyss Forestry OƯice and during that time 
advised various municipalities on forest 
management issues over many years, oƯers a 
long-term perspective on the forest use and 
development. He conceptualises the forest as a 
dynamic, multifunctional ecosystem where 
trees, plants, animals, and humans coexist and 
interact, each playing an active role in shaping 
it. A. Ammann emphasises that the forest has 
experienced major transformations over the last 

Photo: Rolf Arnold 
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several centuries, reflecting shifting ecological, 
economic, and social dynamics. 

He highlights the forest’s essential functions, 
including soil, climate, and water protection; 
timber and firewood production; recreation; 
and, critically, biodiversity conservation. 
Reflecting on Swiss forestry history, A. Ammann 
recalls the extensive deforestation of the 18th 
and 19th centuries, which led to severe 
environmental consequences such as floods 
and landslides. He notes that the subsequent 
introduction of coal and expansion of railroads 
alleviated pressure on forest resources, 
enabling the passage of the 1876 federal forestry 
law (e.g., clear-cut areas must be compensated 
for by reforestation measures in order to 
maintain the ecological balance). This 
legislation laid the groundwork for sustainable 
forest management practices: It introduced a 
ban on clearing forests and promoted large-
scale aƯorestation eƯorts. 

A. Ammann also details 20th-century 
reforestation initiatives, which introduced a 
diverse range of tree species, including Douglas 
fir and Weymouth pine. These eƯorts 
contributed to the gradual return of wildlife, 
signalling an ecological recovery. Nevertheless, 
he stresses that sustainability involves more 
than just protecting existing forests; it requires 

active management to maintain biodiversity, as 
well as ecosystemic and income-generating 
functions. 

Within this broader historical and ecological 
context, A. Ammann critically evaluates the 
planned wind farm project. While recognising 
the project’s importance in addressing urgent 
energy transition goals – especially amid the 
current European energy crisis – he raises 
concerns about its ecological impacts. The 
construction of seven turbines necessitates 
clear-cutting, potentially altering the 
microclimate, disrupting ecological balances, 
and threatening habitats crucial for local 
wildlife.  

A. Ammann also underscores the heritage value 
of ancient trees such as a 162-year-old Douglas 
fir in Lyss and a 300-year-old oak in Spessart, 
which serve as living links to the forest’s past 
and should be preserved for future generations. 
He emphasises the importance of 
compensatory measures such as reforestation 
as well as the temporal dimension: forest 
regeneration and ecological balance restoration 
cannot be rushed or superficially addressed. 

In conclusion, A. Ammann calls for all forestry 
decisions – including timber harvesting, 
reforestation, and infrastructure development – 
to be guided by a long-term vision that respects 

Photo: Rolf Arnold 
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natural equilibria and collective uses. His 
nuanced and critical stance highlights the 
complex tension between ecological 
stewardship and contemporary demands for 
renewable energy infrastructure, focusing on 
balancing both priorities carefully. 

 

Between Energy Imperatives and Ecological 
Values: Governance Challenges in the 
Commons 

The tension between renewable energy 
expansion and ecological or community values 
is vividly illustrated in the proposed wind energy 
developments in the Oberwald–Bannholz forest. 
This case demonstrates how forested 
landscapes – historically managed as 
multifunctional spaces – become contested 
zones in the face of national energy imperatives. 
Moreover, it reveals significant governance 
challenges.  

Part of the Burgergemeinde supports the wind 
project; this support is bolstered by a 
democratic vote and tied to long-term visions of 
sustainable forest use. 

On the other hand, the association Gegenwind 
strongly opposes the project for the reasons 
outlined on pages 3-4 and questions the 
procedural opacity and the lack of consultation 
from the company WES AG. Such legitimacy 
gaps echo concerns raised in global literature 
about “procedural justice” in renewable energy 
siting, where informal agreements often 
outpace public deliberation (Pasqualetti, 2001). 

At the same time, the case illustrates how 
commoners’ organisations, such as the 
Burgergemeinde, are navigating complex trade-
oƯs at the intersection of sustainability, 

heritage, and economic necessity. Drawing on 
Elinor Ostrom’s theory of the commons and 
Tobias Haller’s ontology of place-based 
governance, the Burgergemeinde’s position 
reflects more than a utilitarian logic – it 
embodies a relational approach to the forest as 
a cultural and ecological heritage (Ostrom 1990, 
Haller 2025). Their support for the wind project 
emerges not from commodification but from a 
desire to sustain stewardship practices amid 
declining timber revenues, aligning local forest 
care with national climate goals. In this light, the 
project becomes a site of ontological 
negotiation between competing worldviews – 
economic-technical versus relational-cultural – 
highlighting the need for pluralistic, adaptive 
governance that integrates diverse 
understandings of value, legitimacy, and 
sustainability. 

 

Lessons from Oberwald–Bannholz 

The Oberwald–Bannholz case encapsulates a 
broader dilemma: how to reconcile national 
energy ambitions with the ecological, 
democratic, and cultural values embedded in 
local landscapes. While renewable energy 
infrastructure is essential for decarbonization, 
its deployment must be guided by ecologically 
informed, socially inclusive, and procedurally 
transparent frameworks. Scientific studies 
highlight how forest-based wind farms threaten 
biodiversity, reinforcing calls for cautious, 
participatory decision-making. If Switzerland is 
to lead in both energy innovation and ecological 
stewardship, this report might provide insights 
into the complexities that arise with planning 
such an energy transition project. 

Photo: Rolf Arnold 
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