
PV Business Models für German energy cooperatives 

 
Definition of the term “business model” 
 
Usually, a business model can be seen as the strategy of an organization that describes how it wants 
to position itself in the market to generate profits. Cooperatives, on the other side, pursue the goal to 
maximize the well-being of its members. So instead of only looking at the financial side of things, a 
cooperative is judged by how well it is able to promote its members as a whole. However, it is 
important to protect the members from financial losses. German energy cooperatives are not much 
different in this regard: Next to ensuring a steady Return on Investment (ROI) to secure operation and 
coverage of expenses respectively, they often strive for climate protection and independence from 
external parties. 
 
Business models for PV 
 
Feed-in-Tariff: Based on the EEG (German Renewable Energy Law), most energy cooperatives that 
formed until 2014 rely on a business model based on Feed-in-Tariff. They generate electricity from PV 
and are getting a fixed tariff as compensation for feeding the electricity into the public grid that is 
guaranteed for 20 years. However, since the amendment to the law in 2014, this business model has 
become less attractive and nowadays is only used for small-sized projects. 
 
Own Consumption: The requisite of the underlying business model is that the plant operator and the 
electricity recipient are the same person. Since energy cooperatives barely consume the generated 
electricity themselves, an own consumption business model is not as practical in Germany. However, 
this might change once the European RED II directive1 is translated into national law, with regards to 
the energy distribution among cooperative members (energy sharing). 
 
Direct Delivery: In this case, the solar power is supplied in the immediate vicinity of the system without 
using the public grid, meaning that there is no personal identity required between the system operator 
and the recipient of the electricity. An example that is often seen in reality is that an energy cooperative 
invests in a photovoltaic system on a rented roof. It owns and operates the system, supplies the solar 
power primarily to parties of the building and feeds the excess electricity into the grid (i.e. direct 
commercialization, see last section). The cooperative pays the full EEG levy2 for the solar power 
supplied in the building to the transmission system operator and passes it on to the end customer. 
 
Leasing: The owner of a PV-plant leases the system to an electricity consumer who pays a monthly rent 
in exchange for receiving green energy based on the consumption. In case of a surplus in electricity 
being produced, the consumer feeds the residual into the power grid (i.e. direct commercialization, 
see last section).  
 
Landlord-to-tenant electricity supply model: With this business model, energy cooperatives implement 
and operate the PV-system on top of residential buildings and sell the solar electricity generated to 
the local tenants. 
 
Direct commercialization: In this case, the energy cooperative is selling the generated electricity to 
third parties via the market premium model on the electricity exchange. Whereas the direct marketer 
is transferring the revenues to the operator (in our case the energy cooperative), the market premium 

 
1 See https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-

content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2018.328.01.0082.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2018:328:TOChttps://eur-

lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2018.328.01.0082.01.ENG&toc=OJ:L:2018:328:TOC. 
2 Amount payable per kilowatt-hour of electricity consumed. Set centrally for each calendar year in such a way 

that it can be used to finance the expansion of renewables in Germany. 
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compensation is paid by the distribution system operator. The sum of revenues paid by the direct 
marketer and market premium is guaranteed to equal at least the fixed feed-in tariff. 
 
Financing Schemes for PV power plants 
 
Energy cooperatives in Germany rely on the following financing schemes:  
 
Equity 

• Member equity: Contribution in shares of each member in order to become part of the 
cooperative. Each member can acquire more than one share while some cooperative set a 
maximum amount of shares per member. Member equity sum is calculated by multiplying the 
total amount in shares for all members with the value of each share. Unless otherwise agreed, 
members may resign from a cooperative with three months' written notice to the end of the 
business year. However, cooperatives may also require for a notice period of up to five years. 
Upon resignation, the member is paid the value of the shares determined in the balance sheet; 
this usually corresponds to his or her contribution.  

Liabilities 

• Subordinated loans: special form of financial investment, where the cooperative and its 
members agree on the loan amount, the interest rate, term and repayment terms. It`s very 
important for energy cooperatives who are planning more than one project. With 
subordinated loans the investments can be linked to one specific project. Often, the involved 
parties agree on a long term contract period of more than ten years, without the possibility of 
early termination. In the event of insolvency, the investors are paid out "subordinated", i.e. 
after all other creditors.  

• Member loans: Since 2017, cooperatives maintain the option to issue so-called member loans. 
The amount of these loans is limited to 25,000 euros and the interest rate may not exceed 1.5 
percent per year.  

• Debt capital: While the previous loans are considered liabilities in terms of accounting, their 
origin is usually pockets of cooperatives members. Debt capital, on the other side, originates 
from outside the cooperative, usually from financial institutions. It can be considered as a so-
called company credit that addresses the operation per se or as a project credit. 

 
Depending on the size of the project, energy cooperatives usually rely more heavily on external funds 
once project are considered medium- to large-sized in terms of investment volume. 
  
 


