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Economic Participation in Urban Climate Protection 
Energy Cooperatives: Citizen Participation in the Municipally-organised 
Energy Turnaround

BURGHARD FLIEGER
Energie in Bürgerhand eG

Energy cooperatives in Germany are cur-
rently experiencing a minor start-up boom. 
One of the focal points of these new start-
ups is cooperatives which install solar units 
for the purpose of producing renewable en-
ergy. Many of these approaches can be seen 
as a fi rst step towards a more complex form 
of active citizen participation with both 
an eco-political and economic orientation. 
Following a brief initial look into photovol-
taic cooperatives, the direction such partici-
pation might take will be illustrated using 
the example of the cooperative, Energie in 
Bürgerhand eG, which is actively involved 
in the remunicipalisation of power grids. 
The cooperative is pursuing a national ap-
proach with strong, local roots in munici-
palities that are particularly open-minded 
to citizen participation.

Energy Cooperatives as a 
Counterweight to Globalisation

As globalisation progresses, direct munici-
pal or regional value-creation often only 
occurs to an inadequate degree. This is ac-
companied by the loss of opportunities and 
instruments for designing local social areas 
and controlling community development 
(Häußermann and Siebel, 2004). The ques-
tion at this stage is: ‘How do we want to 
organise ourselves in the future: as places 

with evolved traditions based upon shared 
infrastructures and self-government, or as 
thoroughly privatised communities?’

One of the most important alternatives to 
countering the process of continued asset 
accumulation in the hands of large, multina-
tional corporations is fi nancial and participa-
tive citizen involvement. The organisational 
form of a cooperative is particularly appro-
priate in this case. Being an enterprise under 
private law, it is the only real alternative to a 
state-run energy supply system oriented to-
wards the interests of the local community. 
Cooperatives – both energy generation and 
energy consumer cooperatives – are legally 
obligated to promote their members, the citi-
zens of the community. Their actions must 
be consumer- and not investor-oriented.

In terms of their self-conception, coopera-
tives are primarily commercial associations. 
Many people have always viewed coopera-
tives as a particular type of enterprise, under 
which societal, cultural or ecological goals 
may also be pursued (Flieger, 2003). At any 
rate, the legal structure of the cooperative 
provides a legal framework for people to fi -
nancially help themselves. In this case, such 
self-help is also a means of organising en-
ergy supply cooperatively when inexpensive 
and simultaneously climate-friendly options 

are not available. Correspondingly, energy 
cooperatives exist as consumer-oriented cor-
porate organisations for the systematic in-
volvement of consumers or producers. They 
currently assume an important pioneering 
function in the conversion towards a sustain-
able energy industry. Their observable di-
versity highlights the complexity, scope, and 
opportunities for change in this sector. At 
the same time, they can serve as a looking 
glass for the future. Their proliferation and 
further development is an important task in 
bringing innovation to climate protection.

Possibilities and Limitations of 
Photovoltaic Cooperatives

Energy generation cooperatives are most 
heavily prevalent among the newly estab-
lished energy cooperatives. Above all, these 
include cooperatives that set up and operate 
roof-mounted photovoltaic installations. 
When it comes to solar energy coopera-
tives, this legal structure is chosen because 
individuals have an equal and democratic 
say regardless of the size of their share-
holding. Consequently, the will of the citi-
zens can be implemented directly, based on 
the principles of direct democracy.

In contrast to many citizen-run solar power 
plants that already exist in the form of ener-

gy associations, photovoltaic cooperatives 
strive to do more than  ‘just’ operate a solar 
power unit. Through the cooperative, a le-
gal form is available to the initiators, which 
allows many projects (solar power units) to 
be realised in the framework of one organ-
isation. Thus, the goal is the implementa-
tion of more than one individual project. 
The knowledge acquired through the plan-
ning, creation, activation and maintenance 
of the installation does not get lost, but is 
rather used for further activities in the same 
company. Another distinguishing feature of 
a cooperative is that it sustainably connects 
social guiding principles with an economic 
form of operation. Cooperatives stand for 
cooperation, social responsibility, opera-
tional democracy, and, above all, commu-
nity-based self-help.

A distinction can also be made between the 
cooperative approach and the counterpart 
to the energy associations, the solar funds. 
Suffi cient opportunities for investing in 
renewable energy exist for investors with 
several thousand Euros of personally dis-
posable capital. Money should not be the 
issue, however. For that reason, one of the 
core aims of most energy producing coop-
eratives is to include many people in the 
investment opportunities offered by them, 
limited primarily to a particular region. 
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To this end, the ability to offer financial 
participation in the energy turnaround the 
less financially solvent citizens in their com-
munity is at the forefront of cooperative ap-
proaches. Thus, a number of such coopera-
tives exist in Germany which allows people 
to join by contributing as little as 100 Euros.

The legal form of the cooperative is par-
ticularly suited to photovoltaic installations 
with an output of around 30 kW or approxi-
mately 300 sq. m. of roof surface, prefer-
ably on the roofs of schools or other public 
institutions. Such a size allows for the best 
possible subsidies, at least in accordance 
with the provisions of the German Renew-
able Energy Act (EEG) – quite apart from 
the fact that this size of roof is not too un-
common. At the same time, roofs of this 
size already offer the economic benefits 
of a large installation. Put simply, it can be 
said that, for the beginning of 2010, each 
roof would require roughly 30 members 
subscribing shares valued at 1,000 Euros 
on average. Overall, this would translate 
into roughly 300 shares and 30,000 Euros 
in equity, which would equate to the 20 per 
cent minimum equity capital required for 
financing. 

It is not uncommon that no dividends are 
paid in the initial set-up years, since this 
would presuppose a balance sheet profit had 
been achieved in the corresponding year. In 
many cases, however, no profit is made due 
to planning expenses, investments in new 
installations, and initial amortisations. For 

this reason, there is the risk that members 
joining the cooperative later may receive 
overly beneficial treatment when dividends 
are distributed. That said it may be reason-
able for the shareholders’ meeting of an en-
ergy generation cooperative to resolve that 
an admission fee be levied. The exclusion 
of new members from dividends paid in the 
first few years is another possibility. Such 
an approach could mitigate the unfairness 
of paying dividends caused by members 
joining the cooperative at different times. 

Unquestionably, photovoltaic cooperatives 
offer numerous advantages that are not lim-
ited solely to the members as the subscrib-
ers of shares:

•	 Advantage for investors: investing 
pays dividends. The investors receive 
income from the sale of solar power 
for many years.

•	 Advantage for the regional economy: 
the solar power unit boosts the region-
al economy. Solar power units are in-
stalled by local tradesmen.

•	 Advantage in terms of independence: 
with solar power, scarce resources are 
conserved and independence from politi-
cally unstable energy imports promoted.

•	 Advantage for the environment: 
these environmental investments benefit 
both climate protection and the wallet. A 
5 kWp unit relieves the environment of 

more than three tons of climate-dam-
aging carbon dioxide per year.

Energy generation cooperatives are an im-
portant initial step for involving the citizens 
of a community in the energy turnaround. 
However, their potential is too low in order 
to achieve lasting changes. Fundamental 
changes will be brought about by energy 
grids, their further development, and their 
transformation into so-called smart grids, 
among other measures. To this extent, the 
opportunities to successfully turn commu-
nities and regions into so-called 100-per 
cent renewable-energy regions are espe-
cially great in municipalities where decen-
tralised energy feed-in systems are sup-
ported by the respective grid optimisation. 

This can be set on solid and secure founda-
tions as soon as the grids find themselves 
in municipal or cooperative ownership 
or, ideally, in ownership structures mix-
ing both forms. This approach is the ideal 
means of preventing politicians from sell-
ing the grids when funds are scarce – to the 
detriment of guaranteeing the long-term 
provision of services of general interest and 
thus attempting to consolidate the munici-
pal budget. Conversely, public ownership 
shares can also contribute to the limitation 
of purely private sector considerations, 
even if they stem from cooperatives. Con-
sequently, the involvement of cooperatives 
in municipal grids represents a particular 
quality of citizen participation, which will 
become increasingly important for the en-

ergy turnaround. Energie in Bürgerhand 
eG [energy in citizen’s hands] is the first 
cooperative in Germany that is attempting 
to implement this approach consistently. 
However, other approaches, such as in 
Wolfhagen and in Titisee-Neustadt, are al-
ready under development. 

Energie in Bürgerhand eG: an 
example of further developing 
citizen participation in cooperatives

The Energie in Bürgerhand (EiB) coop-
erative was founded on 9 April 2009 with 
the purpose of realising the idea of an eco-
logical, trend-setting energy industry with 
the help of many others. The focus of the 
original project was to gain a sharehold-
ing in the company, Thüga, with the aim 
of integrating citizen participation into this 
public utility organisation. Many people 
and a lot of money were mobilised in an 
astonishingly short period of time (roughly 
nine months). At the end of 2010, commit-
ments and payments from more than 5,000 
citizens amounted to 30 million Euros.1 

Part of this success can be explained by the 
support given by numerous prominent sup-
porters as well as well-known founders, 
many of whom have successfully completed 
projects in the environmental and energy 
sectors over the course of many years. Rolf 
Disch from the company Solararchitektur 
and Michael Sladek from Elektrizitätswerke 

1 See www.energie-in-buergerhand.de.
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Schönau are particularly well known. They 
operate the power grid in Schönau and sup-
ply more than 100,000 users nationally with 
green power. Mr Sladek is the Chairman of 
the EiB Supervisory Board.

The shareholding venture in Thüga did not 
materialise – the only offer made during 
the negotiations was to follow-up on a so-
called ‘participation right’ model without 
voting rights – but since then, numerous 
exciting projects have been pursued. What 
is always important with these projects is 
that they should involve the participation or 
buyback of grids, because this in turn ties in 
with the business model, the purpose of the 
cooperative:

• Share participation in public utilities 
and public utility networks;

• Development and operation of decen-
tralised climate-friendly power plants;

• Support for participation and share-
holding concepts in the energy sector 
through the stabilisation of local part-
nerships, creating added-value for cus-
tomers in the area.

The organisational form chosen was the 
cooperative. The principle of  ‘one person, 
one vote’ is designed to rule out the pos-
sibility of investment companies buying 
their way in, in order to influence the coop-
erative’s goals towards their own interests. 
A cooperative’s main focus lies in the over-

all goal of fostering a community-based 
economic system. EiB’s objectives are:

• Phase-out nuclear energy;

• Organise citizen participation;

• Decentralised, climate-friendly energy 
supply;

• Organisation of local value-creation.

EiB is presently on its way to becoming the 
role model and support structure for citizen 
participation in cooperatives. The follow-
ing support services are available from EiB 
on request from local initiatives:

• Advice on how to develop an energy 
cooperative with extensive regional 
citizen participation; 

• Buyback of shares held by the respective 
public utility, which are owned by supra-
regional energy companies, with the wid-
est possible involvement of local citizens;

• Support for the buyback of local pow-
er grids upon expiration of concession 
contracts through the widest possible 
participation of local citizens;

• Assistance for cooperative organisations 
in the development of municipal power 
companies; here, EiB would take on the 
role of citizen participation and partial 
funding through citizens’ capital.

At the forefront of EiB’s strategy, three 
models are offered to initiatives, public 
utilities, and municipal representatives:

Model One

The least complicated form of support is 
advice and assistance on how to engineer 
the establishment of an independent energy 
cooperative, supplemented if necessary by 
a bridging finance package through EiB by 
means of a shareholding. Such a package 
is being concretely implemented currently 
with the Wolfhagen public utility (http://
www.stadtwerke-wolfhagen.de/index.
php?option=com_content&view=article&
id=95:infomationsveranstaltung-demokra-
tisierung-der-energieversorgung&catid=23
:aktuelles&Itemid=29).

Model Two 

With regards to the difficulties and pro-
cedures involved, experience is already 
available for this approach, as it is pres-
ently being used in Jena: participation 
in a public utility through buyback of 
third-party shareholdings (usually from 
one of the large energy corporations), in 
conjunction with participating citizens who 
use the energy of the respective public util-
ity. In Jena, EiB is presently engaged in an 
extensive bidding process for a 10 per cent 
shareholding (http://www.jenapolis.de/92791/
schwaebische-genossenschaft-energie-in-
buergerhand-macht-sich-schick-fuer-jena/). A 
similar discussion is currently underway in 

Unna regarding a 25 per cent shareholding in 
RWE, even though EiB has not yet become 
involved in any official bidding processes. 

Model Three

Integration in remunicipalisation in con-
junction with expiring concession con-
tracts is becoming increasingly important. 
Preliminary talks on this are currently un-
derway in various municipalities that do 
not have their own public utility compa-
nies. EiB has officially applied to several 
municipalities in North Rhine-Westphalia. 
Often, neither financial nor technical pre-
requisites exist in the municipalities for do-
ing so. For this reason, a strategic partner-
ship is being forged to improve the chances 
of implementation. Presently, three com-
panies are involved that complement each 
other exceptionally well. Here, EiB is work-
ing hand in hand with Alliander and EWS 
Schönau. Like Energie in Bürgerhand eG, 
both of the other companies see themselves 
as partners to the municipalities, working to-
wards remunicipalisation of the grids, with 
the aim of strengthening municipal self-de-
termination and phasing out nuclear energy.

• Alliander [is an energy company 
owned by municipalities in The Neth-
erlands. All its activities are focused 
on the operation of grids. Alliander is 
interested in acquiring and operating 
power grids (not selling or generating 
power). It turns the power grids into 
smart grids to achieve a sustainable, 
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decentralised energy supply. Alliander 
offers equity capital for the grid and the 
necessary know-how to optimise the 
grid for a sustainable, decentralised en-
ergy supply (www.alliander.de). 

•	 EWS Schönau, since reorganised by 
the administrative body into a coop-
erative, is one of the most credible 
consumer cooperatives in Germany in 
terms of eco-power supply. It provides 
its knowledge for the purchase and 
supply of eco-power to end consumers 
(www.ews-schoenau.de). 

•	 Energie in Bürgerhand eG (EiB) pro-
vides equity capital for buying back the 
grid and developing a municipal energy 
supply. Since this is citizens’ capital, a 
concept not only for the financial par-
ticipation but also the involvement of 
local citizens should be an integrated 
component (advisory board, supervi-
sory board, and the development of a 
local energy concept).

If municipalities want and are able to de-
velop their own public utility in the short- 
middle- or long-term, but cannot immedi-
ately acquire an appreciable share of the grid 
or the distribution system due to financial 
shortages, corresponding purchase options 
can be granted. In addition, support for the 
development of a local energy cooperative 
can be given, which would concentrate on 
the installation and operation of power-
generation facilities and thus the develop-

ment of local energy generation structures 
while, in the mid-term, the energy gener-
ated would be distributed through the lo-
cal grid if the German Renewable Energy 
Act (EEG) ceased to be an attractive op-
tion for energy feed-in. Exclusive contracts 
could be developed for this if necessary. To 
this end, Burghard Flieger, Member of the 
Board of Energie in Bürgerhand eG (www.
energiegenossenschaften-gruenden.de) 
would be willing to assist with his expert 
knowledge and extensive experience.

In summary, one thing remains clear: En-
ergie in Bürgerhand eG is a suitable model 
for participation in recommunalisation pro-
cesses, such as those initiated in Berlin. 
The development of a concept, including 
an ecological and sustainability advisory 
board, together with other forms of citizen 
participation, should be agreed upon in con-
sultation with local initiators. Public utili-
ties as well as public utility organisations 
can integrate citizen-based public utilities 
and citizen participation in the form of co-
operatives, and thereby, also initiate a shift 
towards sustainable development, which in 
addition will enable citizens to participate 
financially in their public utilities. Contact: 
info@energie-in-buergerhand.de.

Management Tools for Energy 
Cooperatives

To establish energy cooperatives in the form 
outlined, the active players – so-called ini-
tiators or promoters – will require the neces-

sary tools. Both these, and marketing strat-
egies for a cooperative, can be acquired 
at an innovative seminar entitled ‘Project 
Developers for Energy Cooperatives’. 
Through this seminar, citizens are empow-
ered to assume responsibility for climate 
protection and take control of their energy 
supply as a counterweight to globalisation. 
They will thus be able to launch solar coop-
eratives systematically in one of the three 
forms listed above (www.energiegenossen-
schaften-gruenden.de). 
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