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In 1904, James Matthew Barry indicated the way to reach a marvellous place, where 
only children lived, and that only children could reach, just using their imagination. A 
place where all the bad things of adults’ life could never happen.  
 
“Second star to the right, and straight on till morning”. That place was called “Never 
Never Land”, and James Matthew Barry was writing the story of Peter Pan. 
 
Also today there is a very special island. An island where the bad things (of the huge 
energy companies) do not exist almost anymore. A much easier and shorter trip is 
needed to reach it. You just have to fly to Copenhagen, Denmark. Then take the train to 
Kalundborg. There, to get on the ferry directed to the Samsø island. Get off. There you 
are. 
 
In 1997 Samsø island won a competition of the Danish Ministry of Energy and 
Environment. The challenge, between several Danish islands, consisted in developing a 
convincing plan for the conversion of their energy system into renewables in ten years. 
 
Eleven 1 MW wind turbines were built and placed off the coast of Samsø between 1999 
and 2000. From then, they produce more than it is needed by the island itself; the rest is 
sold. District heating took place and reached 60% of the houses. For the others, heat 
pumps, solar heat collectors, biomass furnaces were installed also thanks to national 
economic incentives [1]. 
 
In 2006 Samsø Energy Academy opened. Jan Jantzen, engineer and manager at the 
academy, former professor at the Technical University of Denmark, kindly answered 
via e-mail to some questions about Samsø. 
 
(M.M.) NIMBY syndrome: how difficult was to convince the Samso inhabitants to 
convert their energy system with an on-site production through renewables? Italian 
small communities are strongly against any change in their habits... 
(J.J.)NIMBY is a difficult barrier, and Samso has at the moment a case with a planned 
offshore wind  turbine park, where there is a lot of resistance. The recipe for acceptance 
is to ask the citizens before, not after, the planning. The locals should take part in the 
project, and they must have an opportunity to invest in the project. In very short words: 
a bottom-up approach is better than top-down.  
 
(M.M.) Government role: what has been the effective moral/economical 
help/incentive given by the government?  
(J.J.) The national government, at that time, recognised the potential of a green 
economy. Samso was chosen as a test site by the government, and that gave some 
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recognition, although no funding. It was easier, though, to obtain funding having the 
title "Denmark's renewable energy island". The local government, that is, the 
municipality supported the project from the very beginning, and that has been most 
useful for the project (open doors, swift processing of applications, meetings with 
visitors). 
 
(M.M.) Citizens role: how did they take part to the change? Did they have a role in 
technical decisions? Did they trust technicians and engineers? Were they aware about 
the environmental advantages brought by renewables? Italian small communities 
often think that engineers and specialists may be corrupted or work for someone's 
else personal business, and that renewables have a too high impact on landscape, 
local flora and fauna. 
(J.J.) Most citizens agree that renewable (free) energy is a benefit, but it is not always 
feasible. When we have a public meeting, about 100 citizens turn up, which is fine for a 
population of 4000. The citizens work in smaller groups to promote their own interests 
in, say, PV panels, biogas, biomass district heating, and transportation including the 
ferries. But, the siting of a plant is always difficult, and compromises must be found. 
Shared ownership helps to find a compromise, and sometimes the economic 
expectations must be lowered, in order to find such a compromise. It is 
a battle between economy on the one side, and ecology on the other.  
 
(M.M.) Cost: what has been the total cost of the whole energy conversion plan? What 
the average cost per capita? What is the average income per capita? 
(J.J.) The total investment in the past Samso project was 55 million EUR, of wich 15% 
was national and EU grants. The rest came from private investors, companies, the 
municipality, and the energy company. Some of the sub-projects have a very good rate 
of return. Average investment: 14000 EUR/capita. The average citizen income is about 
23000 EUR/yr, and Samso is among the poorest municipalities in the country.  
 
(M.M.) Transportation: what are the plans, if there are any, for the conversion of the 
transportation system? What about biking? Is the bycicle used as much as in danish 
cities? 
(J.J.)The grand plan for the future is to get rid of fossil fuel altogether by 2030. 
Transportation is the most difficult sector, and the ferries consume half of all the energy 
in transportation. The best solution will be to build a biogas plant, that produces gas for 
the ferries, and buses, so we are working on that. The municipality is already investing 
in electric cars, and by 2030 it is hoped that half of the island car fleet will be electric. 
Bicycles are popular, but the wind is strong, the population old, and it is difficult to ride 
a bicycle in the winter time. You see more and more electric bicycles on the roads.
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(M.M.) Future plans: what are the next steps for Samso and, more generally, for your 
organization in terms of energy projects?  
(J.J.) Our grand plan is to quit fossil fuels by 2030. This goal cannot be reached by 
renewable energy production alone, we must also look at energy savings. We are at the 
moment working with Iceland, Tenerife, and Rhodes to save energy in households. We 
enter people's houses, if they wish, and try to find some savings. We will later create a 
European-wide campaign for energy savings based on our experiences (see the project 
PROMISE at www.ieepromise.eu).    
 
(M.M.) What is your personal opinion about the use of nuclear power?  
(J.J.) That is another battle between economy and ecology. Nuclear plants pollute less 
than coal fired plants, but their waste may pollute. Even though the risk is small, the 
consequences can be devastating, as we saw in Japan recently. My personal opinion is 
that safety must have the highest priority. I prefer if more funding could be allocated to 
nuclear fusion energy, as a future relief of fossil fuel and nuclear fission. 
 
My personal opinion about this topic is that the technology for an optimal use of 
renewables aldready exists and could be economically advantageous. What is of most 
importance is to work with patience and honesty towards fair, forward looking energy 
policies. To evaluate equilibrate incentives and minimize environmental impacts. Above 
all, to make the people participate, and to listen to their opinions and fears. We should 
never forget the final aim of technology and science: the benefit of every man on the 
Earth. Behind every engineering project, there is always a man, a woman, a child using 
it. I do not say this is easy, at all. It takes time, energy, passion. At least, in Samsø, they 
are giving it a try. 

May that be Never Never Land? 

 

by Michele Martini 

 

 

[1]  http://energiakademiet.dk/en/ 

Note: something very similar is happening in El Hierro, Canary Islands 
[http://www.endesa.com/en/aboutEndesa/businessLines/principalesproyectos/El_Hierro_ENG] 


