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The Rise of Citizen Power Plants in Germany
How do they emerge and spread?

With rising concerns over 
ecological sustainability as well 
as security of  supply, energy sys-
tems are experiencing increasing 
pressure to change, and various 
efforts have been made to trans-
form them into more sustainable 
forms. At the grassroots level this 
has included the establishment of 
energy cooperatives and other 
forms of  collective citizen own-
ership of  renewable energy 
technologies. Germany is not 
only one of  the frontrunners in 
terms of  the diffusion of  renew-
able energy technologies, but is 
also the home to an exceptional 
number of  grassroots initiatives 
setting up such citizen power 
plants. The term citizen power 

plant (Bürgerkraftwerk) typically 
is employed for renewable en-
ergy plants that are collectively 
owned by a group of  people 
rather than a corporate entity. 
Citizen power plants usually 
imply local ownership and that 
the initiative to set up the plant 
was taken by local people. 

This research briefing ex-
plores what has enabled the rela-
tively wide diffusion of  citizen 
power plants in Germany. The 
first part looks at the emergence 
of  citizen wind farms in the late 
1980s and early 1990s, while the 
second part turns to the more 
recent boom in the area of  PV 
cooperatives.

Winds of change 
for citizen wind 
farms

With an installed wind 
power capacity of  more than 
29GW Germany certainly is one 
of  the leading countries within 
this technology area. What is 
even more remarkable is the very 
high share of  citizen ownership 
of  wind power. According to a 
study by the market research 
institute trend:research published 
in 2011, more than half  of  
Germany’s installed capacity in 
the area of  onshore wind power 
(51,5%) is owned by private citi-
zens, while the four large utilities 
that traditionally dominate the 
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Anna Schreuer reports on her research into citizen power in Germany which provides an informa-
tive comparison with CISE’s work on community energy in the UK and Finland. Here she provides 
an introduction to citizen power in Germany and discusses its emergence and growth.

Increasingly, 
renewable 

energy 
technologies 

were posited as 
the alternative 
or, indeed, the 

antithesis to 
nuclear power
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German electricity market only account for 2,1 % 
of  installed onshore wind power capacity. Cer-
tainly not all of  the wind farms owned by citizens 
are citizen power plant in the strict sense above, 
being initiated and owned by local citizen groups. 
For example, some plants are owned by people 
who live quite far away from the turbines. Never-
theless the extent of  collective citizen ownership is 
impressive and one may ask how such ownership 
patterns could come about.

Two factors catalysed the development of  
citizen wind farms in Germany. First, Germany 
was home to some of  the most pronounced con-
flicts over nuclear power. In the 1970s and 1980s 
the antinuclear movement staged massive protests 
against nuclear power plants and nuclear waste 
depositories. Increasingly, renewable energy tech-
nologies were posited as the alternative or, indeed, 
the antithesis to nuclear power. The Chernobyl 
disaster of  1986, that once again gave a boost to 
the antinuclear movement, was an important trig-
ger for some grassroots activists to take things fur-
ther and to start actively engaging with renewable 
energy technologies. By setting up wind turbines 
themselves these groups hoped to demonstrate the 
viability of  alternatives to nuclear power.

Secondly, policy support for operating wind 
turbines was gradually coming into place in the 
late 1980s and throughout the 1990s. From 1989 
support was available via the so-called ‘100 
Megawatt programme’ (later extended to a 250 
Megawatt programme) which involved guaranteed 
payments for electricity generated by wind tur-
bines. By 1991, the electricity feed-in law was in 
place, which guaranteed grid connection and in-
troduced guaranteed prices for electricity from 
renewable sources for independent power produc-
ers.

Against this background a number of  citizens’ 
groups started to develop plans for wind turbine 
projects and larger wind farms consisting of  sev-
eral turbines. A number of  citizen wind farms 
developed independently of  each other in the late 
1980s and early 1990s. On the one hand this sug-
gests that conditions in Germany at that time did 
indeed provide a good breeding ground for such 
initiatives. On the other hand it also points to an 
initially fragmented situation, with disconnected 
groups literally ‘reinventing the wheel’ in the ab-
sence of  networks for sharing lessons, comparing 
experience, and mobilising resources. Each initia-
tive had to grapple with technical, financial and 
organisational issues, including choice of  an ap-
propriate turbine, investment, and an appropriate 
legal constitution for their participatory enterprise. 
Although some initiatives initially wanted to or-
ganise as cooperatives, for pragmatic reasons such 
as tax and liability issues, most citizen wind farms 
were eventually set up as limited partnerships. 
Over the course of  the 1990s networks did emerge 
to exchange experience and advice, mostly con-
centrated within certain regions such as North 
Frisia.

Sun rises for PV cooperatives
While citizen wind farms were starting to 

spread out in the 1990s, much less was happening 
in terms of  collectively owned PV plants. The 
electricity feed-in law did, in theory, also apply to 
PV but the tariff  – set at a uniform rate across all 
technology areas – was not high enough to make 
the operation of  PV plants financially viable. In-
vestment subsidies for small-scale PV plants were, 
however, available via the ‘1000-roofs-
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The citizen wind farm UWW
Among the early citizen wind farms UWW 
(‘Umschalten Windstrom Wedel’) appears to 
have had particularly strong links to the antinu-
clear movement. Under the cloud of the Cher-
nobyl disaster in April 1986 a group of antinu-
clear activists in Hamburg founded the asso-
ciation ‘Umschalten’ (switchover), aiming to 
install and operate a Danish wind turbine. The 
electricity feed-in law was not yet in place but 
the group succeeded in piecing together differ-
ent funding sources at the regional and na-
tional level. Their first turbine with a capacity of 
75 kW went into operation in 1989. The turbine 
site bears a special significance for this group, 
as the turbine – intended as a symbol of the 
alternatives to nuclear power – is in close prox-
imity to the nuclear power plant Brokdorf which 
had previously been a focal point of antinu-
clear protests in Northern Germany. 

See http://www.uww-hamburg.de/ (in German)

The citizen wind farm Lübke-Koog
A particular concentration of citizen wind farms 
can be found in North Frisia, a district of 
Schleswig Holstein in the northernmost part of 
Germany. The first citizen wind farm in this area 
was set up in the village Friedrich-Wilhelm-
Lübke-Koog. Following an earlier, commercial 
wind farm installation, several farmers became 
interested in setting up wind turbines on their 
own land. Following a suggestion from the mu-
nicipality, these farmers teamed up to coordi-
nate their plans and eventually also opened up 
the project to further interested citizens in the 
village. A critical factor for going forwards with 
this project was that the electricity feed-in law 
was just going into effect and provided a certain 
degree of financial security. Thus in 1992 an 
impressive 14 turbines with a total capacity of 
6.6 MW went into operation. Through word of 
mouth the concept quickly spread to other mu-
nicipalities and citizen groups in North Frisia, 
such that several similar projects were set up in 
the following years.

http://www.uww-hamburg.de/
http://www.uww-hamburg.de/
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programme’, stimulating early diffusion of  PV 
panels at the level of  individual households.

The situation changed in the year 2000 when 
the electricity feed-in law was replaced by the Re-
newable Energy Act, which provides an attractive 
feed-in tariff  dedicated to photovoltaics. While 
individual households, farmers and small to me-
dium sized businesses continue to dominate the 
diffusion of  PV plants, larger-scale, collectively 
owned citizen plants have also started to spread 
out. In particular, recent years have seen a marked 
trend towards PV cooperatives. While in 2007 
only four cooperatives were producing electricity 
from PV in Germany, the number has meanwhile 
risen to over 600 by the end of  2012.

Of  course one important factor supporting 
this boom is the longstanding and relatively stable 
policy support for renewable energy via feed-in 
tariffs in Germany. What is more, electricity gen-
eration from renewables in Germany arose 
through development by independent power pro-

ducers from outside the established energy system 
– including individual citizens and community 
groups. A culture of  citizen and non-utility com-
pany entrepreneurship in energy has taken root. 
The later diffusion of  PV cooperatives benefitted 
from that history, and was further spurred by a 
legal reform in 2006, which has made it easier to 
set up and run small cooperatives. Discussions 
leading up to this legal reform had the additional 
benefit of  raising the public profile and interest in 
the potentials of  organising in cooperatives. The 
financial crisis from 2008 onwards contributed 
further appeal for cooperatives, promising a way 
of  organizing economic activity according to val-
ues such as solidarity and democracy rather than 
pursuing profit maximization as the main goal.

Building on this favourable climate, over the 
last few years a remarkably broad array of  organi-
sations has developed support services directed 
specifically at energy cooperatives. In several cases 
these organisations were set up with the specific 
goal to support energy cooperatives, in some other 
cases existing organisations in the cooperatives 
sector, such as auditing associations, developed 
specific support programmes for energy coopera-
tives. One of  the most important types of  support 
is know-how development, training and counsel-
ling in order to enable individuals to set up and 
run energy cooperatives. Training courses are of-
fered by Innova, an organisation supporting the 
establishment of  cooperatives in various sectors, 
together with the German Protestant association 
for further education (see box) as well as by the 
University of  Applied Sciences Mittelhessen. A 
related but slightly different form of  support con-
sists of  providing ready-made concepts and tem-
plates that assist in setting up an energy coopera-
tive. Both the company Agrokraft, a company that 
grew out of  the Bavarian farmers’ association and 
the auditing association Weser Ems have devel-
oped such a package (see box). Finally, two organi-
zations were set up recently to support networking 
and exchange between energy cooperatives.

Conclusion
This research briefing has provided an over-

view of  some crucial development stages of  citizen 
power in Germany. On the one hand the emer-
gence of  citizen power plants in the late 1980s and 
early 1990s in the area of  wind power and on the 
other hand the more recent and ongoing boom in 
the area of  PV cooperatives. This has not only 
meant looking at two different technology areas 
but also taking account of  two different stages in 
the diffusion of  citizen wind farms: the early stage 
of  the emergence of  first models in the case of  
citizen wind farms and, in the case of  PV coops, 
the boom phase in recent years. What do we see 
from this overview of  developments?

First, citizen plants have spread out in a num-
ber of  different ways. The first groups that worked 
on setting up such projects had to engage in a 
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longstanding and relatively stable policy support 
for renewable energy via feed-in tariffs in Germany. 
Furthermore, a culture of citizen and non-utility 
company entrepreneurship in energy has taken 
root, and a remarkably broad array of 
organisations has developed support services 
directed specifically at energy cooperatives.

Training project developers for energy cooperatives
Innova, an organisation supporting the establishment of cooperatives 
in various sectors, together with the German Protestant association for 
further education (Deutsche Evangelische Arbeitsgemeinschaft für 
Erwachsenenbildung) has set up a specialized course, training people 
to become project developers of energy cooperatives. Since beginning 
in 2010, five courses of training have been carried out, the sixth 
course starting in February 2013. The courses involve several days of 
training over a time span of about four months and additional online 
learning schemes for about 25 participants each. In 2011 it won the 
German solar energy prize awarded by EUROSOLAR in the category 
‘education’. 

www.energiegenossenschaften-gruenden.de/aktuelles.html?&L=1

Why re-invent the wheel? A ready-made concept for 
setting up a PV cooperative
Agrokraft, a company that grew out of the Bavarian farmers’ associa-
tion (Bayerischer Bauernverband), has developed a package that, 
together with a half-day workshop, enables citizen groups to start off 
an energy cooperative in their village. The package consists of tem-
plates for various legal documents such as cooperative statutes and 
various contracts but also software for administrating the cooperative 
and design elements for an outside appearance (website, letter paper 
etc.). Furthermore Agrokraft provides counselling for energy coopera-
tives during the set-up phase and support services for ongoing busi-
ness activities. 

www.agrokraft.de/html/l_genossenschaften.html (in German)

http://www.energiegenossenschaften-gruenden.de/aktuelles.html?&L=1
http://www.energiegenossenschaften-gruenden.de/aktuelles.html?&L=1
http://www.agrokraft.de/html/l_genossenschaften.html
http://www.agrokraft.de/html/l_genossenschaften.html
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process of  gradually piecing together 
the model in terms of  funding, technol-
ogy and organisational model. Later, 
informal exchanges and site visits 
helped to spread the model further. 
More recently, especially in the case of  
PV cooperatives, replication of  success-
ful models has been facilitated further 
by the development of  guidelines, train-
ing courses and ready-made concepts. 

Furthermore, a number of  differ-
ent resources have been relevant for the 
diffusion of  citizen power plants. This 
includes long-term and reliable policy 
support (structural resources), the grad-
ual build-up and dissemination of  
know-how (human resources) but also 
particular social and cultural contexts 
in which citizen power plants have be-
come meaningful and desirable (sym-
bolic resources). The latter aspect is 
most evident in the case of  antinuclear 
activists (e.g. the UWW citizen wind 
farm) that decided to engage with wind 
power in order to demonstrate the 
availability of  alternatives to nuclear 
power. But it is also reflected in the con-
tinuing adherence to a paradigm of  
decentralisation in renewable energy 
development in Germany or in the turn 
towards cooperatives in the light of  the 
financial crisis.

Some decisive turning points can 
be identified that boosted the develop-
ment of  citizen power plants in Ger-
many, such as the shock over the Cher-
nobyl disaster in 1986 and, in terms of  
policy support, the introduction of  feed-
in tariffs in 1991 and the introduction of 
the Renewable Energy Act in 2000. 
Nevertheless the relative success of  citi-
zen power plants in Germany is proba-

bly better viewed as the result of  a long-
term, continuous development rather 
than the result of  singular one-off  
events. Over a time-span of  more than 
20 years stable policy frameworks have 
been made available and, on this basis, 
good practice models were developed 
and lessons learnt have been made 
available to further actors. 

Anna Schreuer is a researcher at the 
Inter-University Research Centre (IFZ) in 
Graz and PhD student at the Alpen Adria 
Universität Klagenfurt, Austria. In October 
and November 2012 she was a visiting 
researcher at SPRU, University of Sussex, 
where she spent time working with the 
CISE team.  

Email: anna.schreuer@aau.at
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