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INCUT at the 2015 AAG meeting in Chicago Member News

In April 2015 several INCUT members gathered in Chicago at the Annual 
Meeting of the Association of American Geographers (AAG), presenting 
at the session Pathways to Decarbonisation: Advancing new political and 
geographical perspectives. The session, organised by the INCUT Network, 
examined, compared and contrasted different approaches towards un-
derstanding the politics and geographies of pathways to decarbonisation 
(see January Newsletter for a description of the session). Thanks to IN-
CUT members Ralph Horne (RMIT), Susie Moloney (RMIT), Jonathan Ru-
therford (LATTS), Matthew Paterson (Ottawa), Kes McCormick (Lund), 
Robyn Dowling (Macquarie), Pauline McGuirk (Newcastle, Au), and the 
Durham team (Harriet Bulkeley, Andrés Luque-Ayala and Simon Marvin) 
for their participation. And thanks also to many other friends and col-
leagues who actively participated of the session through presentations 
and discussion. But this was not the only session were INCUT members 
were involved! Jonathan Silver (Durham) and colleagues from Portland 
State University organised a session titled Everyday geographies of glob-
al, urban infrastructures of energy, where Simon Marvin acted as discus-
sant. This session examined the everyday geographies of planetary (ur-
ban) infrastructures of energy relating to extraction, distribution, supply 
and consumption. In addition, Harriet Bulkeley and Jonathan Rutherford 
organised a session on the politics of urban energy. See below.

Urban power, urban politics:  
reconnecting electricity and the city

Jonathan Rutherford

Harriet Bulkeley (Durham) and Jonathan Rutherford (LATTS, Paris) or-
ganized three well-attended sessions on electricity and the city at the 
AAG annual meeting in Chicago in April 2015.

Across a whole afternoon, scholars from around the world grappled en-
thusiastically with the urban politics of power and its multiple and di-

Simon Marvin has been appointed as 
Director of the new Urban Institute at 
Sheffield University. He will start his new 
post in October 2015, and maintain his 
role as Co-director of the INCUT network. 
The work of the network will be shared 
between Durham University and Sheffield 
University, so the existing co-ordination 
team can provide consistency in the direc-
tion of the programme.  The 2016 INCUT 
network meeting will be hosted by Shef-
field and we look forward to visiting the 
Urban Institute.  
Lindsay Mai joined Durham University 
as a Research Associate for the project 
GUST (Governance of Urban Sustain-
ability Transitions). Lindsay will focus on 
urban living labs in Newcastle, Milton 
Keynes, London, and Glasgow, evaluating 
strategic, civic and community initiatives 
of decarbonisation. She will also establish 
a China-UK comparative dialogue on how 
cities are advancing experiments for low 
carbon and environmental sustainability 
transitions, focusing on the governing pro-
cesses and power dynamics involved.  
Mikael Granberg is the new Director for 
the Center for Climate and Safety (CCS) 
at Karlstad University. The CCS is a knowl-
edge center at that seeks to increase an 
understanding on society’s handling of 
the risks connected to extreme weather 
events such as rainstorms, floods and 
windstorms. CCS research focuses on 
key concepts such as risk management, 
vulnerability and safety. The main aim is to 
assess the vulnerability of society and its 
ability to cope with potential risks. 
Andrés Luque Ayala has been appointed 
permanent Lecturer at Durham University. 
He will focus his teaching in the areas of 
risk, climate change and security, and in 
how these intersect with the urban. 
Jonathan Silver has been awarded a Lev-
erhulme Trust Early Career Fellowship, for 
his project Postcolonial urbanisms and a 
comparative theory of infrastructure. Jon 
will continue based at Durham University 
for this 3-year fellowship. 
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verse manifestations. The sessions considered the ways in which urban 
politics and urban power around the globe are being reconfigured to-
gether in response to both the excess and absence of electricity in the city, 
in relation to wider problematics of climate change, security, inequality 
and demand, and the consequences for how we might understand the 
sites and spaces of the urban politics of transition and resistance.

Paper presentations focused on—and conceived of—a variety of such 
sites and spaces, and mobilized a number of approaches to critically 
explore the tangled and intimate histories, presents and prospective fu-
tures of electrification and urbanization. One recurring theme was a con-
cern for analysing the co-production and interconnections of materiali-
ties and imaginaries, ideologies or norms in urban electricity. Whether 
by ‘following the wires’ across the US (Conor Harrison), identifying the 
shifting biopolitics of utility system automation (Stephanie Wakefield), 
or exploring the forms of governing present in smart grid demonstration 
projects in Sweden (Johannes Stripple and Harriet Bulkeley) and North 
America (Anthony Levenda), the sessions highlighted the mix of socio-
technical components that go into the production, distribution and con-
sumption of urban power and the ideals and visions underpinning how 
actors engage with and mobilize these components to particular ends.

Another theme examined forms and arenas in which the politics of power 
play out and are enacted. Papers focused here on the ambiguous nature 
and repercussions of infrastructural violence in Jerusalem (Hanna Bau-
mann), the techno-political availability, management and contestation of 
electricity in the same city (Omar Jabary Salamanca), the hidden political 
work of norms and conventions of energy use in both present-day offices 
(James Faulconbridge) and behind past household consumption practic-
es and cultures (Heather Chappells), and the temporal and rhythmic poli-
tics of urban electrical consumption which crackles into view when Lefe-
bvre and the energetic beat of the city are combined (Gordon Walker).

A final theme concerned the variety of ways in which electricity has been 
wired into the making of particular electric cities. From Glasgow’s long 
term incorporation of energy into shaping its industrial fabric and post-
industrial entrepreneurialism (Janette Webb) to the multi-level mélange 
of metabolisms, materialities and make-believe which provide Paris and 
Manila with power (Jonathan Rutherford / Morgan Mouton), there are 
multiple interests, rationalities and operational modes behind urban en-
ergy provision and planning.

Taken as a whole, the sessions looked very much to the future assembling 
of urban power and urban politics. Exercising power through electricity 
in the city was shown to involve not only providing access and service, 
but also managing demand, building grids, and maintaining, dismantling 
and reconfiguring them in relation to constantly shifting forms, levels, 
times and rhythms of use and consumption. This is a politics of power 
that enrols a wealth of actors and artefacts in new formations—whether 
these are termed ‘smart grids’, ‘decentralised networks’ or ‘socio-techni-
cal practices’—that demand to be tracked and unpacked.

New
Members

We would like to welcome Matthew Pater-
son (University of Ottawa, School of Political 
Studies) and Kes McCormick (Lund Univer-
sity, International Institute for Industrial Envi-
ronmental Economics) as new members of 
the INCUT network. 
Matthew’s work focuses on the cultural poli-
tics of climate change, examining the cul-
tural-political conflicts and innovations sur-
rounding the topic.  He is currently working 
on a specific project that explores the politics 
of climate change within the city of Ottawa, 
Canada. The project is focused in particular 
(a) on mapping and exploring the initiatives 
on climate change across the city, both by 
the City Council and other agents, and (b) on 
analysing the sorts of political conflicts over 
these initiatives, as well as over the attempts 
to shift the form of city development towards 
more low carbon trajectories. The emphasis 
is on the cultural character of these conflicts 
and initiatives, that is, the way in which they 
entail contestations over questions of iden-
tity, subjectivity and daily life, in order to 
understand more about the blockages and 
opportunities for low carbon transformation 
within the city. 
Kes, with a background in political science 
and environmental science, engages in a 
combination of research, education and in-
novation activities. Broadly speaking, his 
work fits within the fields of sustainability 
and governance. Specifically, he focuses 
on how to accelerate the implementation of 
renewable energy technologies (focusing 
on bioenergy and biofuels for transport) and 
energy efficiency improvements (focusing 
on buildings), catalyse sustainable urban 
transformation, and promote education for 
sustainability. Some of his recent topics of 
interest include 100% renewable energy, 
zero energy buildings, electric vehicles, 
advanced biofuels and the bio-economy, 
distributed systems, one planet living, ur-
ban living labs, greening the economy, and 
visions and pathways for sustainable urban 
transformation. 
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Climate change initiatives at IIHS span research, policy support and advocacy, practice, and training. Our 
largest ongoing research project is part of a five-year IDRC/DFID funded research program (CARIAA). It aims 
to strengthen knowledge systems in three climate hotspots in Asia and Africa. IIHS is part of ASSAR (Adapta-
tion at Scale in Semi-Arid Regions), a consortium led by the University of Cape Town focusing on semi-arid 
regions in Africa and India. The ASSAR Consortium’s overarching objective is to deepen an understanding of 
climate vulnerability and adaptation in semi-arid regions, and help transform current adaptation practice to 
achieve proactive, widespread adaptation. It is expected that this will be embedded in development activities 
at multiple governance scales, to enable adaptive livelihoods especially for vulnerable groups.

At IIHS, we are working with local partners across three Indian states and research sites in three sub-re-
gions (Bangalore sub-region in Karnataka, Moyar-Bhavani basin sub-region in Tamil Nadu and Sangamner 
in Maharashtra). The Environment and Sustainability team at IIHS, as part of ASSAR, aims to deepen an 
understanding of climate vulnerability and adaptation in semi-arid regions and explore what is needed to 
transform current reactive adaptation practices to become more proactive, and enable widespread impact. 
Its main research themes are: i) socio-economic, political and governance dynamics; ii) climate and biophysi-
cal impacts; and iii) adaptation practices, options and strategies across rural and urban areas. We have just 
completed Year 1 of this project.

We would like to thank Olivier Coutard and Jonathan Rutherford (LATTS) for hosting this year’s INCUT 
workshop in Paris (Sept 16-18). The workshop will include paper presentations from network members, 
aiming for a collective written outcome probably in the form of an edited book. In addition, Jonathan and 
Olivier have organised a session examining urban transition pathways in Paris, and a set of InfraLab visits 
to novel urban low carbon experiments in the city. The focus of this InfraLab—examining the interface of 
ICT, low carbon energy and urban planning—is Paris’ IssyGrid / Fort d’Issy (pictured above), including a 
visit to the first operational district level smart grid in France.

Update from the  
Indian Institute of Human Settlements – IIHS

Getting ready for the 2015 INCUT workshop in Paris!

Image: http://www.bouygues-immobilier-corporate.com/en/content/issygridr-first-district-smart-grid-france-now-and-running

Neha Sami
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Project Updates  
SAMSET: Supporting African 
Municipalities in Sustainable 

Energy Transitions

Simon Marvin and Jonathan Silver 
(Durham) are involved in a four 
year, multi-partner investigation 
into urban energy issues across 
six municipalities in South Africa, 
Ghana and Uganda. The project 
involves NGO’s, partner univer-
sities and a range of governance 
actors in addressing a series of 
sustainable, low carbon and de-
velopment problematics in each 
city. The project has identified that 
energy transformation research 
across urban areas struggles with 
an understanding of the detailed 
organisational dynamics and con-
straints of cities. The urban energy 
landscape is characterised by gaps 
between policy and implementa-
tion, with limited and inadequate 
capacity within local/national 
government departments involved 
in energy and urban development 
(particularly in the face of increas-
ing challenges), and where modes 
of knowledge transfer are not ef-
fective in facilitating sustainable 
energy transitions in cities.

Jonathan has been conducting 
fieldwork the municipalities in-
volved, examining a range of issues 
including informality and hybrid-
ity of energy systems, experimen-
tation and upscaling, municipal 
energy planning and novel financ-
ing pathways. His research pro-
vides an in-depth understanding 
of socio-technical landscapes and 
the challenges in developing low 
carbon and sustainable futures.

City University of Hong Kong: 
International grant for climate 

change governance 

A cross-disciplinary study on cli-
mate change developed by Maria 
Francesch has received a prestig-
ious Konrad Adenauer-Stiftung 
(Germany) (KAS) research grant. 
The study is also closely tied to 
some of the interdisciplinary 
themes emphasised in CityU’s 
2015–2020 Strategic Plan, such as 
smart cities, sustainable energy, 
climate change and environmen-
tal degradation. The title of the 
project is Transnational Climate 
Change Networks: New Forms of 
Authority or Mobilization Mecha-
nisms to Secure Consent? “The 
project fits well with what the 
Hong Kong Special Administrative 
Region is trying to do in terms of 
greenhouse gas emissions mitiga-
tion, future electricity generation, 
the market and fuel mix” said Dr 
Francesch. “It’s about understand-
ing how local networks that stretch 
across borders are created…[and] 
how, why and to what effect can 
these networks help to build con-
sensus and share best practice at 
the local level.”

The Governance of Urban  
Sustainability Transitions - 

GUST 

Kes McCormick (Lund), Simon 
Marvin and Harriet Bulkley (Dur-
ham), along with colleagues at 
Erasmus University in the Nether-
lands and Joanneum Research in 
Austria, are working on a project 
funded by JPI Urban Europe titled 
The Governance of Urban Sustain-
ability Transitions. The aim of the 
project is to examine, inform and 
advance the governance of sus-
tainability transitions through 
urban living labs (ULL)—sites 
devised to design, test and learn 
from social and technical innova-
tion in real time. 

ULL are often framed as responses 
to the pressing challenges faced 
by European cities to provide eco-
nomic prosperity and social cohe-
sion while achieving environmen-
tal sustainability. Whilst individual 
ULL cases have been studied, lim-
ited work has been done to un-
derstand how they work across 
different national contexts and 
how we can scale-up their impact 
or share lessons across European 
cities. This project brings together 
leading European research part-
ners and practitioners to investi-
gate urban living labs and enhance 
their potential for contributing to 
sustainability transitions. 
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Books and Publications

Energy, Power and Protest on the Urban Grid:  
Geographies of the Electric City (A. Luque-Ayala &  
J. Silver Eds.). Ashgate, December 2015.                                             
This book provides a global overview of experiments around 
the transformation of cities’ electricity networks and the so-
cial struggles associated with this change. In doing so, the book 
explores the centrality of electricity infrastructures in the ur-
ban configuration of social control, segregation, integration, 
resource access, poverty alleviation. Several of the case studies 
included focus on the political tensions and conflicts associated 
to an increase in renewable and low carbon energy in the city. 

Smart Urbanism - Utopian vision or false dawn?  (S. Marvin, A. Luque-Ayala & C. McFarlane Eds.). 
Routledge, November 2015.                                                                                                                              
Whilst this book is not exclusively related to issues of low carbon, it includes a chapter titled Geographies of Smart 
Urban Power (Gareth Powells, Harriet Bulkeley and Anthony McLean) which examines how the very materiality 
of the electricity grid—power cables, gas pipes, buildings, others—is recombined and re-purposed around new 
rationales embedded in the digital and non-digital materialities of smart urbanism—such as smart meters, data, 
data loggers, control rooms and dashboards. In doing so, the chapter looks at how smart systems are being mobi-
lised in response to what is known in industry as the ‘energy trilemma’; the need to modernise the grid to provide 
cities with affordable, secure and low carbon energy.

Socio-technical change and the politics of urban infrastructure: Managing energy in Berlin be-
tween dictatorship and democracy  (T. Moss). Published in Urban Studies (2014, 51[7]: 1432-1448).
Congratulations to Tim Moss, whose paper has been awarded the runner-up prize for the Best Article in the journal 
Urban Studies in 2014! The paper was first developed for the LATTS workshop in Autun (2011; organised by Olivi-
er Coutard and Jonathan Rutherford), and published in a recent Urban Studies Special Issue on Urban energy tran-
sitions: Places, processes and politics of socio-technical change (edited by Jon and Olivier). You can find a video of   
Tim   talking about the paper here:                                                                                                                                                                         
http://usj.sagepub.com/site/Best_Article_Prize.xhtml 

An integrated method for assessing climate related risks and adaptation alternatives in urban 
areas (Y. Andersson-Sköld, S. Thorsson, D. Rayner, F. Lindberg, S. Janhäll, A. Jonsson, U. Moback, R. Bergman. 
& M. Granberg). Published in Climate Risk Management (2015, 7: 31–50).

Urban energy governance: local actions, capacities and politics (J. Rutherford and S. Jaglin Eds.).   
Published in Energy Policy (2015, 78).
Special Issue including 12 papers that focus on how cities are contributing to transforming ‘unsustainable’ en-
ergy systems, examining the various social, economic, environmental and political factors that affect how  energy 
policies are configured at the urban level. The collection “offers an in depth examination of the variety of urban 
responses to quite distinctive (and sometimes competing) energy-related challenges (including decarbonisation, 
security of resources and supplies, infrastructure and service provision, accessibility and affordability), and the 
ways in which diverse forms of collective governance of these issues have been concretely initiated, sustained, 
managed and contested on an urban level”. 
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About us: The INCUT Network INCUT is an ESRC funded international network of academic 
researchers and practitioner organisations across the global 
North and South examining how cities around the world are 
responding to the challenges posed by climate change. It is a 
platform for exchanging information, learn about other cities’ 
experiences and discuss different viewpoints. INCUT aims for 
the development of comparative approaches around urban 
low carbon transitions, alongside a common understanding 
of how cities can embrace a low carbon future.

Member Universities:

Coordination Team:
Simon Marvin
INCUT Co-Director 
Department of Geography
Durham University
simon.marvin@durham.

Harriet Bulkeley
INCUT Co-Director
Department of Geography
Durham University
h.a.bulkeley@durham.ac.uk

Andrés Luque-Ayala
INCUT Coordinator 
Department of Geography
Durham University
a.e.luque@durham.ac.uk

— RMIT, Australia: Ralph Horne and Susie Moloney 
— Newcastle University, Australia: Pauline McGuirk
— City University of Hong Kong, China: Maria Francesch
— Indian Institute of Human Settlements: Aromar Revi and Neha Sami
— Stellenbosch University, South Africa: Mark Swilling 
— City University of New York, USA: William Solecky
— Manchester University, UK: Mike Hodson
— LATTS, France: Olivier Coutard and Jonathan Rutherford
— IRS-Leibniz, Germany: Tim Moss & Kristine Kern
— Karlstads University, Sweden: Mikael Granberg
— Lund University, Sweden: Kes McCormic 
— Ottawa University, Canada: Matthew Paterson

Upcoming Conferences and Workshops
Smart + Sustainable?  

A critical look at digitally- 
enabled green urbanism.

Association of American  
Geographers, San Francisco,  

29 March-2 April 2016

This is a call for papers for next 
year’s AAG meeting in San Fran-
cisco. The session, organised by  
Andrés Luque-Ayala (Durham) and 
Alex Aylett (INRS, Québec), aims to 
evaluate to which extent the ‘smart 
cities’ movement is delivering on 
its aspirations of creating environ-
mentally sustainable cities. One 
of the pillars of smart urbanism 
has been the claim that smart cit-
ies can also be radically more sus-
tainably. New urban digital tech-
nologies, data-driven governance, 
and digitally-enabled citizenship 
are celebrated for their ability to 
increase resource efficiency and 

Catalysing Urban  
Transformations (CUT): A 

workshop at the Global Cleaner 
Production and Sustainable 

Consumption  
Barcelona, 1-4 November 2015

This workshop, organised by Kes 
McCormick (Lund) and colleagues 
from the University of Melbourne, 
TU Delft and the Province of Fries-
land, will examine case studies 
and theories on mechanisms to 
CUT through the physical and cul-
tural inertia of cities and urban 
life to accelerate the transition to 
resilient low fossil carbon futures. 
Abstracts welcome! 

More info here:                 
http://www.cleanerproductioncon-
ference.com/session-catalysing-ur-
ban-transformations.asp 

enable innovative shifts towards 
more deeply sustainable cities. 
But no sustained critical attention 
has been paid to the potential and 
pitfalls of this digitally-enabled 
green urbanism. This session pro-
vides a critical overview of the 
successes and challenges of creat-
ing cities that are both smart and 
sustainable. It looks at how digital 
processes—and the urban embed-
ding of computational logics—af-
fect the environmental capabili-
ties of cities and citizens. It also 
explores the broader socio-politi-
cal implications of creating an in-
terface between sustainability and 
digital narratives as a driving force 
behind current approaches to ur-
ban issues, climate change and 
sustainability. If you would like to 
get more information or submit an 
abstract, please contact Andrés at 
a.e.luque@durham.ac.uk. 


