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Introduction 

Energy communities are legal entities that empower citizens to take ownership of their 
local transition projects, from solar panel and wind installations to Citizen-led 
Renovations, or shared renewable thermal energy, known as Community-led Heating 
and Cooling (CH&C). CH&C are not-for-profit-driven renewable thermal energy 
installations owned by citizens, oftentimes in collaboration with municipalities, SMEs, 
and/or stakeholders in line with the EU definition of energy communities. As CH&C 
initiatives are led by energy communities, the revenues of the projects are reinvested in 
the local area, for instance through educational campaigns, free RES energy for 
vulnerable households, or free renovation advice. Furthermore, as CH&C systems are 
renewable, they contribute to the EU’s international climate obligations, while reducing 
our critical dependencies on energy from third actors. 

Energy communities carry out these projects oftentimes thanks to volunteers, lacking 
financial resources and overall adequate conditions to do so. Yet energy communities 
and their citizens provide additional socio-economic benefits to Europe’s energy 
transition, as they sponsor social projects, offer free renovation advice and joint 
purchases, trainings and skilling, and reinvest the revenues into expansions or new 
transition activities. The Heating and Cooling Strategy has the potential to be the spark 
that helps speed up the thermal energy community movement. 

Before 2016, EU policy support for community-led projects was non-existent. Then in the 
Juncker Commission’s first Communication on the Energy Union, for the first time the EU 
Commission acknowledged the need to put citizens at the centre:  

“Most importantly, our vision is of an Energy Union with citizens at its core, where citizens 
take ownership of the energy transition, benefit from new technologies to reduce their bills, 
participate actively in the market, and where vulnerable consumers are protected.”1  

The need to put citizens in the driving seat of the transition is especially relevant for 
heating and cooling, considering the natural monopoly that is district heating. In order to 
ensure long-term affordability, transparent, bottom-up, and citizen-owned thermal 
energy installations are a key solution to ensure control and affordability of thermal 
energy across the EU.  

Furthermore, given the long lifetimes of building components, buildings must be largely 
decarbonised by 20402 to meet the 2050 full decarbonisation goal. There still is a long 

 

1 European Commission, ‘A Framework Strategy for a Resilient Energy Union with a Forward-Looking Climate 
Change Policy’, COM(2015) 80 final 
2 Cool Heating Coalition, ‘Fahrenheit 2040: Heating and Cooling in the EU’, 
https://coolheatingcoalition.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Fahrenheit-2040-Final.pdf  

https://coolheatingcoalition.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/05/Fahrenheit-2040-Final.pdf
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way to go: decarbonised renewables like heat pumps, geothermal, and solar thermal 
represent only around 6% of the EU’s residential energy consumption for H&C. Provided 
that the 2030 target is achieved, an average annual increase of 3.4 percentage points 
(ppt) is needed as of 2030 to reach full decarbonisation of the sector by 20502. Much of 
this slow rollout is due to changing, unstable policy conditions, including lack of 
consistent financial support.  

To date however, energy communities remain an unrealised aspiration for many citizens 
across the EU, largely due to insufficient policy support or patchy, unclear frameworks 
that lead to corporate capture,3 overtly complicated processes, and additional barriers to 
the creation of energy community initiatives.  

The Heating and Cooling Strategy has the potential to reinforce the EU’s existing policies 
on supporting the buildout of an energy community movement. The Strategy should 
tackle how the EU, including the Commission, the European Investment Bank (EIB), and 
national implementers will work together with Member States to ensure that the EU’s 
thermal energy future is affordable, democratic, and citizen-owned. To reach the 
required accelerated uptake, the EU should implement measures addressing obstacles 
for citizen ownership in regard to financing, implementation of existing legislation, and 
promotion of behavioural change through the support for energy communities. 

 

Recommendations: 

Support for energy communities and their energy efficiency projects, such as CH&C and 
Citizen-led Renovations should be a key pillar of the Heating and Cooling Strategy. To 
help deliver the potential of energy communities, the Strategy should: 

1. Establish a facilitating framework that supports Community-led Heating and Cooling. 
This will provide a medium- to long-term guiding post that represents the EU’s 
ambition for empowering energy communities in their heating and cooling transition. 
The objective of this supportive framework is to offer energy communities a fair 
chance at joining a local heat market, by removing barriers, supporting knowledge 
development, and organise funding. Such a framework should be underpinned by the 
existing obligation for Member States to carry out an assessment of potentials and 
barriers of energy communities.4 
 

 

3 Friends of the Earth Europe (2025). Report on the corporate capture of energy communities,  
4 Directive (EU) 2018/2001, Art.22(4) 

https://friendsoftheearth.eu/publication/report-on-the-corporate-capture-of-energy-communities/


 

4 

 

2. Introduce a not-for-profit model for collective thermal energy installations: District 
heating and cooling are natural monopolies, and could therefore be susceptible to 
consumer abuse by actors seeking to maximise profit. Introducing a ‘not-for-
profit’/’necessary costs’ principle in thermal energy would ensure long-term 
affordability and price stability for district heating consumers. The Danish Heat Supply 
Act of 19795 established this principle, where the price of heating and cooling must 
be based on ‘necessary costs’, meaning that the cost for consumers cannot be higher 
or lower than the production costs; This has allowed citizen-owned thermal energy 
to flourish in a short time, making up now a majority of the district heating installations 
in Denmark. 
 

3. Detail new requirements for co-ownership of commercially developed renewables 
projects, effectively creating a right of local communities to choose whether to co-
invest in new thermal energy installations. This could be achieved by requiring 
municipalities to include citizens and (where existing) energy communities in the 
development of the heating and cooling plans, set out in article 25.6 of the Energy 
Efficiency Directive. Some thermal energy communities choose to develop a heat 
network together with a municipality or network company. This is usually done 
through cooperation agreements and/or the purchase of services, but in some cases 
by purchasing shares in the energy community. Through such a public share, the 
citizen control over the thermal project is anchored, private financing is unlocked as 
equity can be invested, and social acceptance is ensured through the not-for-profit 
and one-person-one-vote principles. Indeed, facilitating citizen ownership over local 
renewable energy infrastructure can ‘strengthen the acceptance and trust in district 
heating projects’, as well as raise financing for them.6 
 

4. Establish an EU-wide ‘Heat Development Fund’ for Community-led Heating and 
Cooling: The fund should be intended to help local citizen-led thermal energy 
projects through the risky development phase. Using a loan-to-grant based scheme, 
funds could then be paid back during the financial close phase, or become a grant if 
the project does not continue. Such development fund could draw inspiration from 
the Netherlands’ ‘Ontwikkelfonds Warmte’, which has allowed Energie Samen, the 
national federation of energy cooperatives, to help over 20 Community-led Heating 
and Cooling projects move forward. 

 

 

5 Lov om varmeforsyning [The Heat Supply Act], Danish Government, Copenhagen, Denmark 
(1979) 
6 Agora Energiewende, Prognos, GEF (2024), ‘Wärmenetze: klima-neutral, wirtschaftlich und 
bezahlbar’, p.64 



 

5 

 

5. Support for inclusion of energy communities in heating and cooling plans: Produce 
distinct Commission guidance on energy communities that covers building out 
enabling frameworks (Article 22 paragraph 4 of the Renewable Energy Directive) that 
support CH&C and the integration of energy communities into heating and cooling 
planning, supporting community initiatives that work on energy poverty, and 
collaboration with municipalities. 

 
6. Provide incentives for waste heat supply with energy communities: While many 

examples exist of industrial waste heat being used in energy community projects,  
(data centres, x-ray film production, incinerators…), certain industries are still reticent 
to provide waste heat at reasonable prices and timeframes, slowing down the 
development of local renewable heating, while locking-in energy waste. Producers 
of (unavoidable) waste heat should be incentived to provide this waste heat to citizen-
led initiatives. Furthermore, heating plans should integrate how waste heat  

 
7. Decouple gas as a reference point, in favour of renewable thermal energy 

 
8. Take measures to enhance transparency on ongoing implementation issues and the 

creation of a dedicated exchange platform around energy communities between the 
Commission, national governments and their respective energy community sectors. 
This will improve dialogue, understanding of issues, and collaboration and could be 
done through a platform similar to Tripartite Contracts proposed in other areas, the 
Concerted Action on the Renewable Energy Directive (CA-RES),7 or as a subgroup 
within DG ENER. 
 

9. Support the financing of energy community projects through: 
• Committing the European Investment Bank to create a Guarantee Facility and 

help unlock low interest loans by national promotional and commercial banks 
in every Member State (“an InvestEU for energy communities”); 

• Supporting national community energy expert organisations (e.g. federations 
and coalitions) to provide capacity building and technical assistance, including 
through One-Stop-Shops); 

• Work with Member States to create Community Energy Financing Schemes 
(CEFS) and provide equity funding for cost-intensive activities such as energy 
efficiency, renovation and heating and cooling initiatives; and 

• Creation of a capacity building forum targeting banks so they can learn more 
about how to finance energy community projects (e.g. through an Investors 
Dialogue format). 

 

7 https://www.ca-res.eu/  

https://www.ca-res.eu/
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• Leverage the Social Climate Fund to promote community-led heating and 
cooling projects that include vulnerable households and micro enterprises. 
Provide technical assistance to managing authorities to create the right calls, 
targeting community-led heating and cooling projects. REScoop.eu’s 
Financing Tracker8 gives a good overview of how EU funds are being used to 
support energy community initiatives. 
 

10. Take action to enhance the role of non-price criteria in auctions and tenders, for 
instance through revisions to the Net Zero Industry Act, EU public procurement rules, 
and by providing guidance (i.e. Social Procurement Criteria) for local and regional 
authorities so they can better support energy communities through concessions. 
 

11. Establish a dedicated work plan to collaborate with Member States in identifying and 
removing capacity and empowerment constraints for energy communities and 
vulnerable households alike, including development of special support mechanisms 
to support inclusive business models, promoting collaboration between energy 
communities, local authorities, and organisations that provide social services, and 
addressing impacts of becoming active on eligibility to receive social benefits. Such 
work plan could stem from the creation of a DG ENER-led ‘Strategic Dialogue on the 
Future of Heating and Cooling’, including local authorities, energy communities, 
NGOs, and EU-based heating and cooling manufacturers. 

 

 

Examples of democratic thermal energy: 
Community-led heating and cooling in the EU. 

At the end of 2024, REScoop.eu, the European Federation of Energy Communities, 
finalised a data-gathering exercise on CH&C. The aim was to gauge the prevalence of 
citizen-led thermal energy projects in the European Union; To this end, a survey was sent 
to our members across seven Member States, asking them a ranger of questions about 
their thermal energy projects, from the governance, to the type of technologies used, or 
the financing requirements. Below is a summary of the results. The ‘National CH&C 
Factsheets” are attached in Annex to this document. 

 

8 https://www.rescoop.eu/policy/financing-tracker  

https://www.rescoop.eu/policy/financing-tracker
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Figure 1: Community-led Heating and Cooling in the EU 

Source: REScoop.eu research, 2024 

 

 

In Belgium, there are 9 Community-led heating and cooling projects, with 4 of them in 
development. Their estimated energy production is of 420.000MWh/year, saving their 
members 6.6 tonnes of CO2 annually. These democratic, citizen-led district heating 
initiatives are bringing renewable heating to 1.500 households, and a further 17 
buildings including SMEs, hospitals, offices, and municipal buildings. The preferred 
technologies in Belgium for CH&C are waste and residual heat, heat pumps, 
aquathermal energy, and geothermal energy. 

• In Ostende, the energy community Beauvent uses waste heat from an industrial 
site to deliver renewable thermal energy to over 1.100 households with their 
19km district heating network. The citizen-led district heating initiative produces 
28GWh/year.  
 

• ZuidtrAnt (BE) is a cooperative society with a social purpose based in Antwerp, 
Belgium. With 1,300 members, a team of volunteers, and paid staff, they 
finance and manage initiatives such as solar energy generation, home 
renovations, and educational workshops on energy savings using citizen 
investments. Prioritising inclusivity, they actively collaborate with social 
welfare organisations, social housing providers, and non-profit organisations 
committed to a just, sustainable and climate-neutral society. Part of their 
annual profits from solar projects, green certificates and energy injections, for 
example, fund social or climate-impact projects, selected by the members at 
the General Assembly. In 2021, ZuidtrAnt allocated €2,500 to De 

https://www.zuidtrant.be/zonnedaken
https://www.zuidtrant.be/klimaatwerf
https://www.zuidtrant.be/klimaatwerf
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Woongenoten, a citizen-led initiative addressing the shortage of affordable 
rental housing for low-income individuals in the southern region of Antwerp. 
De Woongenoten raises capital to purchase and renovate homes, which are 
then rented out in collaboration with social welfare organisations to those 
struggling to find housing. ZuidtrAnt supports them with renovation advice, 
guidance, and funding for energy-saving measures to improve efficiency in 
these homes. In 2019, ZuidtrAnt launched ZuidtrAnt-W to expand its impact 
through district heating projects like Warmte Verzilverd, an initiative in 
collaboration with Ecopower and Kelvin Solutions. The district heating 
networks repurpose excess industrial heat to provide stable, affordable 
heating and hot water to buildings in the neighbourhood, including social 
housing initiatives.  

In Greece, the Karditsa Energy Community (ESEK) in a collaborative effort with the 
municipality and a local school, launched a CH&C initiative with an action to address 
energy poverty. Under the slogan “Don’t throw away your fuel”, teachers and students 
from the school collected residual coffee, which was then transformed into pellets by 
ESEK and donated to the municipal service to support vulnerable families. They use 
the revenues to expand their heating and cooling initiative, and organise local 
awareness-raising activities such as the organisation of renewable energy festivals. 

In France, there are over 86 CH&C initiatives, with 28 of them being in development. 
These systems bring renewable thermal energy to homes, hospitals, retirement homes, 
schools, kindergartens, and communal spaces with an average energy production of 
32GWh/year. While biomass is the preferred energy source, several of these citizen-
led projects are expanding into geothermal and solar thermal energy. 

• In Voiron, in the Isère department, a group of co-owners have built a shared 
housing complex: the Préau des Colibris. Already constructed using eco-
friendly materials, the project leaders wanted to take the building's ecological 
credentials even further by installing solar thermal panels. A 6 kW system was 
installed on the roof of the residence with financial support from Buxia Énergies, 
a local renewable energy cooperative. It is France's first community-owned 
solar thermal power plant. The energy is leased to residents at a fixed price for 
10 years, after which, once the investment has been recouped, ownership of the 
installation will be transferred to them. Thanks to this project, tenants have 
halved their heating bills.  

In the Netherlands, thanks to the ‘Heat Development Fund’, ten CH&C initiatives were 
initiated, transitioning the thermal energy of 13.000 buildings including homes, 

https://www.zuidtrant-w.be/projecten
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municipal buildings, social housing units, SMEs, churches, and large companies. The 
case of the Netherlands is an interesting one, as these citizen-led systems have 
experienced and exponential growth. This rapid uptake is due in part to the 
collaboration between the government and the national federation of energy 
cooperatives, Energie Samen, and the fact that for existing neighbourhoods, 
municipalities have the right to establish connection obligations to a district heating 
network, as insofar as there are no other (and more sustainable) alternatives.  

• An example of this is in Gooise Meren, where a collaboration between the local 
energy community Wattnu and the municipality let to their first citizen-owned 
thermal energy project to replace fossil fuels with a renewable energy source. 
The energy community uses aquathermal energy to transition their 
municipality. With over 100 volunteers and nearly 2,000 members, Wattnu also 
partners with housing corporations to explore collective solar projects for 
social housing complexes, aiming to reduce bills without raising service costs. 
Their integrated approach—combining technical fixes, personal trust-building, 
and local partnerships—makes Wattnu a strong example of how energy 
cooperatives can tackle energy poverty while promoting an inclusive energy 
transition. 
 

• Residents of the Benedenwijk in Wageningen came up with the idea for a local 
district heating network during a neighbourhood climate event in 2016. This 
resulted in the establishment of WOW Wageningen Cooperative and 
Warmtebedrijf Oost-Wageningen B.V. (WOW) (NL). The heating company is 
jointly owned by the WOW cooperative and the Municipality of Wageningen 
(two-thirds ownership), and energy provider Kelvin B.V. (one-third ownership). 
This set up allows heat supply (through Kelvin’s supplier license) while 
ensuring local influence and resident participation, as every connected 
household (whether home-owner or tenant) will automatically become a 
cooperative member and will thus hold decision-making rights in the 
organisation. Others can also join the cooperative and actively participate in 
the decision-making by paying a €10 annual fee. From the outset, 
Woningstichting Wageningen, the local housing corporation, played a key role 
in supporting the project with financial and technical assistance. As a provider 
of affordable and sustainable housing for those facing financial or social 
challenges, it aims to transition its social housing units away from natural gas 
while keeping costs manageable for tenants. To encourage participation, 
Woningstichting Wageningen will cover connection fees, offer discounts on 
fixed heating costs, and will make necessary home modifications for electric 
cooking without increasing rent. With this approach they hope to create a net 
financial benefit. Tenants were personally visited to ensure they had all the 
necessary information before deciding, leading to a 79% approval rate among 
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social housing residents. The district heating network is still under 
development and will eventually supply 90% of all households in the 
neighbourhood, including 83% of private homeowners and all social housing 
units.  

Germany counts with at least 222 CH&C installations, with 35 of them in development. 
These installations count with over 10.000 connections, and 250km of district heating 
and cooling pipes, including households, kindergartens, municipal sports centres, 
SMEs, churches and monasteries. While their preferred technology is biomass, there 
are increases in demand for solar thermal, biogas, waste heat, and geothermal 
energies couples with seasonal storage. These citizen-owned initiatives alone save 
Germany over 17.000 tonnes of CO2 per year.  

• Bürger-Energie-Genossenschaft Neuburg-Schrobenhausen-Aichach-Eichstätt 
eG (BEG), is an energy cooperative operating in Bavaria, counting more than 900 
members. It was set up in 2013 to initiate, finance and operate new renewable 
energy installations, including energy generation, storage and distribution in the 
region. BEG’s first cold heating and cooling project was initiated in 2022 in 
collaboration with the local council of Königsmoos, a town of 5,000 inhabitants. 
The municipality wanted to implement a sustainable energy supply for a new 
housing development without relying on fossil fuels, due to rising gas prices and 
the need to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. The new system now provides 
renewable heating and cooling for 40 homes and 160 residents. Since, the same 
system has been set up for 65 homes in the city of Schrobenhausen.  
The cold heating and cooling district heating system was chosen for its 
sustainability, its adaptation to new residential areas, and its affordability and 
scalability. To minimise the installation’s environmental impact, the cooperative 
opted for an approach mixing different renewable technologies: shallow 
geothermal energy, decentralised heat pumps, and rooftop PV installations for 
self-consumption.  In an underground grid, water circulates at a temperature of 
around 8-12 °C. Heat pumps powered by renewable energy heat water for the 
building, including for heating in the winter. In the summer, buildings are kept 
cool by taking advantage of the water’s low temperature. In ideal conditions, 
rooftop PV panels generate enough energy to supply the heat pump. When 
electricity generation is insufficient, the heat pump is supplied with renewable 
energy produced by the cooperative.  

There are approximately 370 district heating installations in Denmark; Out of these, 310 
are citizen-owned through cooperative structures, while around 50 are municipally 
owned. There is only a handful of district heating systems in the hands of traditional 
market actors. In 2019 alone, district heating in Denmark created 7.500 places of 
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employment. This set up supporting citizen-led thermal installations was a result of the 
1970’s oil crisis, and has allowed Danish households to radically reduce cost for 
consumers, given the national not-for-profit principle of thermal energy, while ensuring 
that these systems are accountable to their local populations through cooperatives. 
District heating covers approximately 64% of all Danish households, bringing 38.000 
GWh of energy production. 

• In Avedore, the energy community distributes renewable heat to its 4.500 
members through waste heat from a data centre. The owner of the data centre 
is also a member of the cooperative, exemplifying the collaboration that energy 
communities foster among citizens, their municipality, and SMEs. 

• In Spain, the energy community Energia Pomar Genera is replacing the use of 
diesel oil in the municipal indoor swimming pools for an air-source heat pump 
system powered by solar energy, coupled to energy storage. 
 

• Osona Energia Cooperativa has 200 members in Catalonia, and are active in PV-
collective self-consumption, EV charging stations and car-sharing services, as 
well as in the development of CH&C. The energy community has an agreement 
with the local public entity to finance the initial capital contribution of vulnerable 
families, as well as to provide 10% of their power production for free to these 
households. For their district heating system, they plan to use a 5th generation 
geothermal installation connected to a 600kW PV field to feed the heat pumps. 
The project is in development, it is however estimated that it will save 125 tonnes 
of CO2 a year. 

 

 

 

 






















































































