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A new future for the sea?
A take on the risks associated with offshore wind farming
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Global change is currently leading to a fundamental re-configuration of marine space. In the
North Sea, climate change is one of the drivers that have resulted in a large proportion of
North Sea space to be set aside for offshore wind farming (BMU 2007, BMWi 2008, Kannen
& Burkhard 2009, Gee (in print)). Whilst there are risks associated with not pursuing the
offshore wind option, the large-scale expansion of offshore wind farming itself carries a
different set of risks. Some of these risks are spatial in nature, increasing pressure of use on
a space that is already heavily used. Other risks are economic, ecological and social in
nature, manifesting themselves at different scales in the marine environment and further
afield on the mainland.

Risk is a construct and a relative concept, meaning that risk perception is contingent in space
and time. There is a large body of literature linking risk perception to change and uncertainty,
the acceptance of new technologies and how to deal with systemic risk (e.g. Renn et al.
2007, Zwick et al. 2008). In this paper, we start from the premise that the classification of
something as a risk requires the existence of something else that is ‘at risk’, an object or
entity that is valued and could be considered threatened by new developments. This
‘something’ may be a personal and deeply held conviction or principle, but may also be the
values assigned to particular elements of the environment and space. In the case of risks
perceived in the context of offshore wind farming, a central question is thus what
environmental values might be threatened by the large-scale expansion of offshore wind
farms and whether this can be compensated for by appropriate management.

Using the West coast of Schleswig-Holstein as a case study, this paper discusses three
selected constructs of environmental risk posed by offshore wind farm development The first
is the construction of ‘objective’ ecological risk based on the interpretation of modelling data
for selected bird species (Burkhard et al. 2010, Mendel et al. 2010). The second draws on
survey results from the West coast of Schleswig-Holstein and focuses on risk perception of
local coastal residents (Gee 2010). The third is the construction of risk by other sea users
potentially affected by offshore wind farm development, where space is the value most at
risk.

We then place these different perceptions of threat into the context of the current spatial
planning framework used to guide offshore wind farm development in the German North Sea.
We find that zoning is limited in the kinds of risks it can reduce. For comprehensive risk
management in the context of offshore wind farming, more must be done to discuss the more
fundamental values associated with the sea as a space since these are instrumental drivers
of local perceptions of risk.
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