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Policy Recommendations:
Learnings from the EU Heroes Project
The EU Heroes Project
The EU Heroes project brought together seven European nations with the overall aim of enabling the continued
development of community-owned solar photovoltaic (PV) systems. This was to be achieved by drawing on the
experiences of diverse stakeholders from across Europe and the sector. By working with these stakeholders, the project
aimed to identify and offer solutions to barriers and propose viable new business models that would enable better
grid integration and ultimately result in more subsidy-free, community solar PV. In addition, the project has identified
policy recommendations that would help community solar contribute to a smart, flexible, and reliable energy future.
This policy document draws on a selection of best case examples from across the participating nations and offers key
recommendations that are intended to be of use across the project members, the wider European context, and any
organisations interested in community-owned solar PV.

EU Heroes Vision
Our vision is that energy communities play an important role in delivering a smart, flexible, zero carbon future. Delivering
this future will require a policy regime that allows the development of new markets and models such as peer to peer
supply of renewable energy.

EU Heroes Findings
Significant variation in the development of energy communities has been identified across the 7 Member States
participating in EU Heroes. Despite this variety the project has been able to identify lessons which we believe can be
of benefit to all partners, other nations, and specific regions and projects. We believe that a common pattern in the
evolution of energy communities can be identified and have proposed an ‘Energy Community Evolution’ framework to
assist our pan-European analysis, with the majority of projects being at stages one and two in this evolution (see below).
Whilst some organisations have begun to pilot projects that correspond with Stage 3, widespread development of Stage
3 projects generally requires changes to regulation to facilitate new models for smart, flexible, decentralised energy.
Energy communities delivering Stage 3 models could become important stakeholders and possible partners for DSOs
and regional governments.
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The Energy Community Evolution Framework
We propose that the evolution of energy communities can be traced through three stages:

Stage 1: Pioneering
Grassroots climate change organisations begin to establish renewable energy (or energy efficiency) projects involving
capital investment and collective ownership, or existing co-operatives (or other social enterprises), or municipalities
diversify into collectively owned or governed energy projects for the first time.
Examples: A community owned PV system on a community or public building, or a single multi-family property with a collectively owned PV array.

Stage 2: Developing
Energy communities begin to develop larger projects or a portfolio of projects, using the income to employ staff, build
their skill base and expand their activity, branching out and forming relationships with other projects and stakeholders
e.g. municipal governments.
Examples: An established energy community develops and manages a portfolio of PV arrays on public, community and private sector sites funded
through Power Purchase Agreements with site owners.

Stage 3: Expanding
Energy communities develop services which are able to compete with the private sector and work alongside the public
sector, delivering carbon emissions reduction at scale.
Examples: Community owned utilities, aggregators of community energy, peer to peer energy trading, virtual net metering, and flexibility services
within a locality.

Across EU Heroes participants the degree to which their energy communities (ECs) have been able to evolve has differed
greatly. Amongst partners there has been relatively little evidence of energy communities breaking into Stage 3. Recent
developments in some partner nations would suggest that this transition is increasingly on the horizon, whereas in other
nations with highly developed EC sectors, groups in Stage 3 are becoming more common. Interestingly, some partners
have developed policy which looks likely to facilitate Stage 3 evolution in advance of a strong energy community sector
operating in Stages 1 or 2. For example, provision for Virtual Net Metering in Greece (see Case Study 6) and laws which
facilitate self-consumption and mandate municipal governments to identify promising sites in Lithuania (see Case Study 7).
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Key Policy Recommendations
By considering the Energy Community (EC) Evolution Framework and the needs of ECs occupying different stages
it becomes possible to craft more effective, supportive policy in different partner countries or for different ECs. We
recognise that some of the recommendations contained within this document are ambitious and cannot be implemented
immediately by all partner nations. We also believe that this should not prevent stakeholders from striving for these
targets, whilst at the same time supporting ECs at Stage 1 or 2 of their evolution in the interim. For this reason, we have
categorised our recommendations according to which evolutionary Stage they will offer the most support to. Broadly,
Stage 1 and 2-targetting activities consist of more local, easily implemented actions and the creation of supportive
frameworks for groups. Policy recommendations for supporting ECs poised to enter the third Stage of their evolution
relate more to national-level policy implementation and regulatory changes to facilitate new models for smart, flexible,
decentralised energy which cannot be created without due consideration.
Though largely aimed at national governments, achieving a greater coherence of policy at EU level would be extremely
helpful on the one hand, and a greater degree of information sharing between Energy Communities would be beneficial
on the other. Regional and local governments also have a role to play in facilitating the creation and continuation of
Energy Communities and by working collaboratively with national and supranational governments on these policy areas.
Policy Recommendations for ECs at Stages 1 and 2 (Pioneering and Developing):
•
•
•
•

Implement a ‘Supportive Framework’ in line with relevant sections of Article 22 of the Renewable Energy Directive
and drawing from successful existing examples such as the Welsh Government Energy Service and the Scottish
Community and Renewable Energy Scheme.
Provide resources to Energy Communities, for example, interactive maps of potential sites, surveys of the sector
and help with Community-Community exchanges.
Facilitate PPAs between Energy Communities and public and private sector actors. Provision of suitable sites with
on-site demand and a long-term power purchase agreement (PPA) in place could aid the development of energy
communities through Stages 1-2 preparing them to enter Stage 3.
Support EC and DSO innovation and ‘sandbox’ schemes which seek to test possible future energy system
scenarios, such as higher levels of decentralisation and on-site utilisation whilst strengthening collaboration
between stakeholders. EU HEROES has identified that, as incentives such as Feed-in Tariffs are phased out solar
communities may need to increase their degree of self-consumption to be viable, perhaps above 60%.

Policy Recommendations for ECs entering Stage 3 (Expanding):
•
•

Addressing grid access and capacity issues whether through greater provision, reduced access costs, or by focusing
on self-consumption, battery storage, peer-to-peer trading or other innovative approaches.
Addressing policy uncertainty and complexity at each level of governance, seeking to create coherent and sustained
policy which sends strong signals downstream to communities and developers.
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Introduction
Though each of the nations participating in the EU Heroes project have markedly different energy systems, country
contexts, and relationships with solar PV technology, it has been striking how many barriers have proven to be common
to many or all partners. Similarly, much of the programme has been centred around the exchange of learning and best
practice, so observing common solutions or approaches materialise has been of great benefit to participating members.
The multiple benefits community-led PV can deliver are well documented, spanning a range of environmental, social,
and economic factors. Scaling up community energy to realise these benefits must be a priority.
While it may be the case that fully community-owned and led projects continue to make up a relatively small proportion
of European energy generation there remains significant growth potential for related projects with varying degrees of
community involvement. Recent research undertaken in the UK illustrates that to reach its climate targets large-scale
commercial developments will not be sufficient –smaller scale, distributed solar PV generation2 will also be needed.
Elements of this practice should inform how governments, regulators and DSOs tackle new projects in the future.
When the public are given a stake in their energy future they are likely to be more open to the dramatic social and
technological changes necessary to achieve our climate ambitions. There is great diversity in the makeup of solar PV
projects with community elements. This diversity should be championed as it makes the sector better able to respond to
a given country or community context.
We have seen through the EU Heroes project great ingenuity and adaptability in approach. We have seen a continuum
from projects implemented at a grassroot level, entirely controlled by communities (with some even creating their own
grid network) and utilising elements of self-consumption, through projects with a degree of shared ownership between
public and private developers. We have seen many instances of developers offering a degree of control through project
share offers. We have seen municipal governments support projects through Power Purchase Agreements and the
creation of municipal-run organisations.
Independent projects have increased their presence and voice through aggregation. We have seen multiple examples
of DSOs looking to the future and seizing the opportunities a diverse and decentralised energy system offers – often
prompted by the ambitions of governments and regulators. This has taken the form of enhanced support for community
groups, and through DSOs piloting innovative projects exploring flexibility markets, peer to peer trading, integrated
storage, EV charging and other novel approaches. These diverse approaches to community-led PV illustrate that no
matter the particular context there will be a suitable avenue to explore which will help achieve net zero targets in a more
just and equitable manner.
When considering the potential barriers to community-led solar PV, the group first turned to the relevant portions of
the Renewable Energy Directive (RED) (EU) 2018/2001 of the European Parliament and Council3, Articles 21 & 22.
We also considered provisions made within the recast Electricity Directive (EU) 2019/9444 regarding the legal status
of Citizen Energy Communities which sets out their right to fair treatment within the internal electricity market “in order
to provide them with an enabling framework, fair treatment, a level playing field and a well-defined catalogue of rights
and obligations”. This proved to be a beneficial early consideration as the Directives offered useful guidance for further
discussion.
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Key Barriers
The following list of barriers is not exhaustive and the particular contexts of each partner nation mean that there will be
specific barriers unique to each. What follows is a list of the barriers which were most common amongst the partners.
We believe they represent some of the crucial issues which must be effectively addressed by all governments if the
varied benefits of Energy Communities are to be realised.

1. Financing Constraints
Some participating members highlighted high upfront costs and long payback times for projects as well as costs associated with deploying wide-ranging central government incentive schemes and the reorganisation of existing institutions
as barriers. As a rapid global economic recovery from the COVID-19 crisis seems increasingly unlikely, issues around
cost and value for money are likely to be of greater concern to governments, DSOs, Energy Communities, and individual
citizens.

2. Lack of effective DSO support
Though not the case in every partner nation, for some countries it was clear that a lack of effective knowledge and
support from DSOs was hampering potential projects. DSOs are understandably unsure of how best to adapt to the
changing energy system and what their future role will be. Additionally, in many nations DSOs have limited interaction
with the general public.

3. Lack of knowledge sharing between projects
A recurring issue with the development of a strong community solar PV sector, especially in the early stages, is the
challenge of sharing learning and expertise between groups. Because many Energy Communities are time and resource
poor, useful knowledge is often not shared between groups, instead being kept within individuals.5

4. Grid capacity and cost constraints
Many partners pointed out that the cost of grid connection or poor grid infrastructure were considerable barriers to
spreading the benefits of solar PV and increasing its market penetration. This is the case even in countries with relatively
advanced community renewable sectors and vocally supportive DSOs such as the UK and the Netherlands.

5. Limited support for self-consumption and storage
The majority of project partners highlighted that the current frameworks in their countries disincentivised both individual
and collective self-consumption of solar PV-generated electricity, a barrier also identified by the iDistributedPV6
programme. In most regions only large-scale solar-to-grid is viable subsidy-free, necessitating that greater levels of selfconsumption, whether at an individual, multifamily housing, or district level, will be needed to address the climate crisis.
Despite this, prohibitive fees, taxes, and levies on these activities limit their uptake in many partner countries while the
energy system architecture acts as a barrier in others.
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6. Policy uncertainty and procedural complexity
A range of stakeholders, from regional governments to DSOs to community groups, were concerned by a lack of
clarity from central government in terms of policy direction and with procedural complexity in terms of grid access and
navigating the relevant regulationi. The UK offers an instructive case in what can happen to developer confidence once
policy certainty is removed. When the central government announced the sudden scaling back of the popular and
effective Feed in Tariff, it caused a dramatic fall in new projects and made a previously secure policy environment deeply
uncertain. Developments in the proceeding years have not clarified the government’s long-term intentions, with the new
Smart Export Guarantee7 having a minimum price per unit of zero pence. Procedural uncertainty, whether for community
groups or DSOs themselves, is perceived as a significant barrier in most participating countries.
In the following section we will seek to address these key barriers, highlighting a range of effective approaches from
across the EU HEROES partners and proposing a series of policy recommendations that should be considered when
looking to assist ECs through each of the three stages of their evolution.

Policy Recommendations
The policy recommendations for Stages 1 & 2, and 3 proposed below are not exclusive and together form a package
of measures that can support Energy Communities now and into the future. It will not be enough to implement only
short term measures as this will only partially address the structural barriers Energy Communities face. Likewise,
governments should not seek to only deliver regulatory changes targeting Stage 3 projects as this will be unlikely to
support the sector in the near term and leave Energy Communities at a disadvantage when the legislative or regulatory
changes are eventually introduced.

Policy Recommendations for ECs at Stages 1
and 2 (Pioneering and Developing)
Implement a ‘Supportive Framework’
High upfront costs, whether these relate to feasibility studies, permitting, technology outlay or other early expenses,
along with business model development, remain significant barriers to many groups. One approach that has proven
effective in the UK, elements of which could be adopted in other member states, has been the supportive framework
provided by the Welsh Government Energy Service and the Scottish Government’s Community and Renewable Energy
Scheme (CARES) (see Case Study 1). These programmes represent some of the best examples of the ‘supportive
framework’ detailed in Article 22 of the RED.
Implementing a programme similar to the Energy Service or CARES to deliver a supportive framework for Energy
Communities at their inception and throughout their lifetime can be cost effective and require little or no additional
legislation. The level and type of support can be specific to a particular nation but access to a suite of supportive
measures from one access point should be a priority. Alongside support and funding from organisations like the Welsh
Government Energy Service, government backed loans can help form part of a supportive framework and help to
overcome the challenge of obtaining private finance. More ambitious approaches will include dedicated expertise for
Energy Communities to draw on and the creation of interactive maps of projects, partners and potential sites. These
‘hand holding’ approaches have proven to be highly effective in Scotland and Wales and form part of the ‘provide
resources’ recommendation.
i

A more extensive list of UK policy barriers, many of which will be relevant to other countries, can be found here.
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Case Study 1: Supportive Framework - Welsh Government Energy
Service and Scottish Government Community and Renewable Energy
Scheme
The Welsh Government Energy Service is funded by Welsh Government and delivered by a consortium, led
by Energy Saving Trust and Carbon Trust and supported by Local Partnerships. CARES is funded by Scottish
Government and delivered by Local Energy Scotland, a nationwide consortium. Community groups apply once
and are then enrolled into a bespoke system that provides upfront grants and access to finance and expertise.
Groups can be signposted to further support packages and tools. It is intended to be a ‘one-stop-shop’ for
community energy assistance. By offering a wide range of services groups can pick and choose what help
they require, making the process more efficient. Additionally, further resources are freely available on each of
the programme websites.
It is conceivable that member states’ applying some of these approaches could match funding or back private
bank loans to help overcome barriers to private access to finance. For the Welsh and Scottish Governments,
there are the obvious benefits of facilitating the expansion of community energy projects in each of their nations
and tackling climate change. There can also be energy security benefits from decentralised and nationallyproduced renewables. There is also value in having strong data on community groups. Each government can
easily see which barriers are persistent, what help is typically required, what the environmental and social
benefits have been of each project and a wealth of other useful data. These ‘hand-holding’ approaches represent
good examples of a strong ‘supportive framework’ as required by Article 22 of the RED. As an indication of
the impact of these approaches, the Energy Service has supported 190 projects since its formation in 2018,
securing £28m of investment and £11m loan funding last year alone.

Another action under this recommendation includes undertaking regular surveys of the sector to identify trends and
areas where greater assistance may be required. This work could be undertaken by national governments, umbrella
organisations representing the sector, or even DSOs (though ideally the survey would seek to cover an entire nation
making this potentially challenging in some partner countries). In the UK, which has a fairly developed community energy
sector, such research is undertaken annually by Community Energy England alongside several partner organisations8.
These organisations, which act as a central hub for the sector are able to link projects together, produce relevant
resources, host events, and undertake research. These organisations strengthen the whole network, enabling it to
speak with one voice and so exert greater pressure on DSOs and government. In the short term, this kind of work can
be undertaken to better understand the sector in a given country. As a consequence of this work, greater dialogue and
collaboration between Energy Communities is possible, and stakeholders at varying levels of government, and Energy
Communities themselves, should seek to encourage these relationships.

Facilitate Power Purchase Agreements
One way in which community-led solar PV can be supported in a cost-effective manner is through Power Purchase
Agreements (PPAs) made between community groups and either commercial organisations with grounded assets
(e.g. privatised rail networks9) or local government10. This could be in addition to, or independent of, the provision of
government-backed loans as described above. By agreeing a direct PPA for their buildings with a community group,
local government can guarantee a set price for the electricity generated, often at a lower cost than through a large
commercial supplier. This provides long term security to the Energy Community and helps local governments cut energy
costs and reach climate targets (See Case Study 2).
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Case Study 2: Community Groups Employing the PPA model – Egni
Coop and Riding Sunbeams
Egni Co-op is an award-winning community organisation which funds and manages rooftop PV installations
in Wales. It was one of the earliest community energy projects in the UK. It has an extensive portfolio of
(predominantly) public buildings i.e. schools, community halls etc. which have been fitted with roof-mounted
solar PV. Upfront costs have been met with the combination of a public share offer and funding from the
Development Bank of Wales. Egni’s previous business model largely relied upon the Feed-in Tariff once the
sites were operational but with this being scaled back and soon to be revoked a greater focus on public and
private PPAs is now the priority.
Another community solar organisation seeking to capitalise on PPAs in Wales is the Riding Sunbeams and
Transport for Wales collaboration, Green Valley Lines project. This project is looking to build on the success
Riding Sunbeams has had in the South of England and power sections of the South Wales rail network with
ground mounted solar through a PPA. Though still at a relatively early stage, this project highlights the potential
benefits that PPAs between Energy Communities (when completed 49% of the ownership will be in community
hands) and public and private sector institutions can deliver. The delivery and expansion of the schemes
can be enhanced through public sector procurement processes that prioritise energy community-generated
renewable power. In Wales this is strongly influenced by Transport for Wales’ commitment to powering the
core valleys line with 100% renewable electricity by 2030, and the Wellbeing of Future Generations (Wales)
Act 2015 which requires public sector organisations to take account of future generations in their practices.
Transport for Wales believe that together with new rolling stock, these plans will result in a 25% reduction in
carbon emissions across the rail network in Wales.
Both projects, by offering a PPA, allow their public or private partners to reduce power costs, help meet their
decarbonisation targets, and provide the communities in which they are situated with long term and consistent
support and funding.
This approach could help to address the issue, reported in some partner states, of private financiers being traditionally
wary of providing loans to non-profit or community-led groups for fear of future non-payment.
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Support EC and DSO innovation
For some countries it was clear that a lack of effective knowledge and support from DSOs was hindering the formation
and success of Energy Communities. DSOs are understandably unsure of how best to adapt to the changing energy
system and what the shape of their future role will be. For DSOs (and governments) there are a range of activities that
can be undertaken to better support Energy Communities and prepare for a more distributed energy system. Many
of the policies discussed and recommended here will assist ECs at all stages of their evolution but a number can be
implemented relatively quickly, and these should be prioritised.
Article 22 (para. 4e) of the RED stresses that “renewable energy communities are not subject to discriminatory treatment
with regard to their activities, rights and obligations as final customers, producers, suppliers, distribution system
operators, or as other market participants”. Some Network Operators have interpreted this directive by treating every
organisation equally. This state of affairs severely disadvantages small community-led groups in comparison to large
incumbents. Energy Communities should be treated equitably rather than equally, meaning that DSOs offer enhanced
support to these groups so they are able to compete on a level playing field.
In the UK, all DSOs provide tailored resources for community groups with several employing dedicated staff to assist
ECs with grid access and other technical barriers. A number of DSOs run workshops several times a year to disseminate
information, and produce tools which are freely available on their websites for Energy Communities to make use of, and
partner with specific groups to explore novel business models11,12.
This assistance is provided in an attempt to streamline and simplify procedures, removing bureaucracy and providing
tailored assistance to community groups who are unlikely to have the knowledge or resources to effectively navigate the
relevant procedures.
Secondly, it is often in DSOs best interests to explore novel business models and technologies, ideally alongside ECs.
There are a number of DSOs undertaking this kind of work across partner nations. Often referred to as ‘Sandbox
Studies’, these programmes offer DSOs the opportunity to investigate how more integrated systems could work in
practice, combining electric vehicles, vehicle to grid options, peer-to-peer sales of solar-generated electricity, flexibility
markets, and more.
One such scheme is the Local Energy Oxfordshire (LEO) project13 facilitated by Scottish and Southern Electricity
Networks (see Case Study 3). Similar holistic approaches to energy generation and use are being trialled across partner
states, a notable example is Groene Mient14 in the Netherlands, though currently the majority of such projects have only
limited DSO support and tend to be ‘bottom-up’ undertakings.
These approaches could prove to be beneficial for DSOs, with new business models and customers offering diversified
and future-looking opportunities. The role DSOs will be expected to play could be aided by innovative technologies (e.g.
battery storage, flexibility metering) which help address the intermittent nature of renewables, new business models,
and by supportive policy from government and regulators.
In the UK, which arguably has some of the most supportive policy from DSOs, the regulator, Ofgem, has applied soft
pressure through its stated long term ambitions15. In the UK, DSOs submit 5-year plans which must be approved by
the regulator. By making it clear that the regulator will look favourably upon strategies that are innovative and prioritise
ECs a strong signal is sent out to DSOs, who have typically responded by improving their engagement with groups and
undertaking considerable work in this area11,12. These softer approaches require little additional legislation, a concern
in some partner countries, and can be enacted quickly whilst having a marked impact on the stance of DSOs towards
community solar PV.
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Case Study 3: DSO Sandbox – Local Energy Oxfordshire (LEO) project
The LEO project is a truly innovative decentralised energy system trial being undertaken in the UK with the
facilitation of the DSO – Scottish and Southern Electricity Networks and the municipal government – Oxford
City and County Councils. It looks to incorporate solar PV with demand side response measures, battery
storage, smart EV charging, enhanced grid flexibility, and gives participating citizens the chance to both use
and sell the electricity they generate locally.
The project brings together the local community, municipal government, academics, the energy supplier EDF,
and the DSO. It explicitly aims to “create the conditions that replicate the electricity system of the future”
and will “inform how DSOs function in the future, show how markets can be unlocked and supported, create
new investment models for community engagement, and support the development of a skilled community
positioned to thrive and benefit from a smarter, responsive and flexible electricity network” all while helping the
local council achieve its carbon reduction targets.

Policy Recommendations for ECs entering
Stage 3 (Expanding)
While we have seen in the previous section that there are a number of steps that a range of stakeholders could take
in the short term to address some of the barriers Energy Communities face it is clear that this must be augmented with
longer-term work to reconfigure energy systems, regulation, and legislation to enable the evolution of ECs into Stage 3.
In a handful of partner countries where ECs have become well established there are projects which show a very
high degree of professionalisation (see Case Study 4). These programmes represent the final stage of EC evolution
where they are able to compete with incumbent stakeholders and offer sophisticated services to consumers (all while
maintaining the essence of what it is to be an EC). Governments wishing to support their own EC sector to reach these
goals would do well to consider the policy recommendations discussed previously as well as the following key barriers
which were repeatedly raised by the EU Heroes partner nations.

Case Study 4: Professionalisation of Energy Communities in Germany
Bürgerwerke is the largest alliance of energy cooperatives in Germany. They have set themselves the goal
of supplying their members and citizens from across Germany with electricity from the region. Their aim is
to enable the EC to become more professionalised and support members to gain and exchange knowledge.
The concept of citizen energy cooperatives is also at the forefront of their work – including a focus on energy
justice.
Under the umbrella of the Bürgerwerke, which is 100% EC owned, energy citizens come together to implement
projects which would not be possible as individuals, as part of the community. The Bürgerwerke aggregate
the power generation from citizen energy plants so that citizens can supply themselves with citizen electricity
independently of energy companies.The local energy cooperatives are available as contact partners directly
on site. In order to offer their customers the best possible service, some tasks such as energy purchasing,
billing and other energy supply tasks are bundled at the headquarters of the Bürgerwerke.
However, the members of the Bürgerwerke and the respective energy cooperatives are not exempted from
paying the EEG-levy, which considerably diminishes the economic incentive to participate.
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Addressing grid access and capacity issues
Looking into the future, many stakeholders saw that there would be a need for far greater provision of renewable
electricity self-consumption, storage, peer-to-peer trading, flexibility markets and other relatively untested approaches to
balance an increasingly diverse and decentralised energy system. These can all be viewed as possible solutions for one
of the ‘key barriers’ the majority of partners identified - grid connectivity issues, whether that be access, capacity or cost.
DSOs and national governments have a role to play in addressing these barriers to market access. If we are to reach
net zero it will be essential that as many of Europe’s citizens as reasonably possible have suitable grid access. The
quicker the necessary investments are made the less costly this process will be over the long term. To this end, national
governments should help DSOs meet the costs of these upgrades with national investment plans. In some instances,
it may also be appropriate for community groups to assist with these overheads – perhaps with a marginal tariff on the
electricity generated.
We have seen across partner countries the adaptability of Energy Communities. ECs, being confronted with poor grid
capacity in their region and the high costs of upgrading the network, have responded by pursuing local supply and
self-consumption. In specific contexts, such as multiple family housing or large projects with high generation capacity,
the most effective approach may be to take control of their local grid alongside PV self-consumption16. EU Heroes has
identified that, as incentives such as Feed-in Tariffs are phased out – solar ECs in some regions may need to target 60%
self-consumption to be viable long term. Promoting on-site usage, initially through EC-DSO innovation for Stage 2, and
then through Stage 3 measures, such as new legislation to promote self-consumption and peer-to-peer trading, will help
to balance the energy system in the long term.
Governments could explore reducing grid charges or access costs for smaller groups – encouraging self-consumption
and the sector more generally, though this raises questions of equitability and energy justice if citizens not able to
participate in a PV project must subsidise these activities through grid charges. Tax breaks could be awarded to groups
who prioritise low-carbon investments, such as energy efficiency measures - incentivising additional carbon reductions
whilst reducing costs and supporting outcomes rather than group types. Exemptions from taxes and levies were felt to
be a more sustainable option by a number of stakeholders when compared to Feed-in Tariffs or similar, though again
concerns were raised regarding equitability and justice.
There is no universally ‘correct’ approach to decarbonising the energy system, and each region and Energy Community
is different.

Case Study 5: Ensuring a ‘Just Transition’ Bioregional and Repowering London
An innovative approach to ensuring a ‘just transition’ is being undertaken by Bioregional and Repowering London
in the UK. The two organisations, working in collaboration, plan to provide solar-generated electricity to 60 homes
with residents who are in, or close to, energy poverty, and vulnerable tenants using prepayment meters. Customers
will benefit from real-time energy usage data to manage electricity use themselves and via control of appliances.
As well as benefitting tenants, the social housing providers participating in the scheme will gain the ability to
provide low-carbon, affordable energy to their tenants in line with their objectives, and benefit from higher return
on solar PV investment than currently provided by the UK Feed-in Tariff. Previously, Repowering London have
provided employment and training opportunities to low-income residents involved in their schemes and have
made the threshold for investment in a community solar project as low as £50.
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For many, the best option may be to consume and store the electricity they generate rather than exporting to the grid.
Governments should look to the future and consider the possibility of new build projects integrating not only solar PV but
also storage, EV charging, and a community-controlled grid network. Throughout, a focus on delivering a just transition
must be prioritised with the poorest in society able to benefit from an increasingly democratised energy system (see Case
Study 5). This need for a ‘just transition’ is gaining wider recognition and forms a crucial pillar of current EU-level policy,
including the EU Green Deal17 and features in the EU COVID-19 Recovery Fund. Recognising the value in diversity will
be essential for DSOs and governments alike and it should be made as easy as possible for communities to assess
what is most suitable for their needs through enhanced DSO support and wider supportive frameworks. It is increasingly
likely that the form this ‘diversity’ will take will be through systems of self-consumption and storage (as well as more
innovative models of generation, consumption, and export).This is an area where the EU and national governments
can help in supporting the necessary transitions. While it is true that continued electrification and the move away from
fossil fuels to decentralised renewable generation will put a strain on energy systems, two of the most effective ways of
addressing this issue are through increased local and self-consumption, and the provision of battery storage. Updating
current definitions of renewable energy communities and self-consumers to allow a wider group of people to collaborate
and share generated electricity within the EU Renewable Energy Directive framework would be beneficial.
In general, uncertainty surrounding definitions in the EU Clean Energy Package3,4 and the lack of a broad, unified
understanding of what constitutes a Renewable Energy Community, Citizen Energy Community, and Community
Energy Group, both within and between Member States, is an issue that must be addressed. The definition of ‘Energy
Communities’ proposed by REScoop.eu18 is instructive here. In undertaking this work it will be important to not exclude
particular approaches (such as self-consumption or larger private-public schemes). The EU ‘Citizens Energy Community’4
categorisation may be of use here. For national governments, initiating policy that incentivises the co-location of solar
PV and battery storage and allowing non-proximate, peer-to-peer production and consumption of renewable energy
through sharing or trading (as exemplified by Sonnen Batterie’s sonnenCommunity19 scheme) should be prioritised.
In Greece, policy provision for Virtual Net Metering has run ahead of EC formation, with limited take up to date. Greek
national law (4513/2018) defines ECs as civil law partnerships focused on:
i) promoting the social economy,
ii) encouraging solidarity and innovation in energy,
iii) responding to energy needs,
iv) promoting energy sustainability in production, storage, self-consumption and distribution and;
v) increasing energy efficiency in final consumption at the local and regional level.
The law allows ECs to perform a number of energy-related activities including the generation, storage, self-consumption
or sale of electricity or heating/cooling services from Renewable Energy Systems. Despite an enabling legislative
framework supportive to Stage 3 actors being in place, issues around low levels of citizen awareness, access to start-up
capital and finance, and permitting procedures have proven to be persistent obstacles to widespread EC formation. This
looks set to change soon as a number of projects come online (see Case Study 6).
In assessing the business models and country contexts for the EU Heroes project it was concluded that most projects
with significant capacity installations had been primarily realised as a result of established beneficial regulations such
as feed-in-tariffs, net metering or payment exemptions. This has been demonstrated in the UK, where the Feed-in
Tariff, and its subsequent revocation, affected a surge in solar installations and community groups, followed by a near
total collapse in new projects8. In Germany, feed-in-tariffs, which were first instigated in a simple form in the 1990s and
strengthened in 2000, have been crucial to the expansion of solar PV in general but also to EC-controlled PV projects.
Whilst the payment initially offered was relatively high this has decreased significantly in recent years. A similar pattern
has also occurred in Lithuania. Other governments would do well to learn from these examples when considering the
level of financial support offered to EC-controlled solar PV projects.
Addressing these policy gaps and opportunities should be priorities for regional and national governments and the
EU, with an effort made, where possible, to align policy between nations. We recognise that these changes cannot be
introduced immediately and significant barriers and unknowns are associated with their implementation. It is for this
reason that we have highlighted tangible actions that can be taken by different stakeholders to support groups at Stage
1 and 2 of their evolution in the interim.
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Case Study 6: Greek Municipalities capitalising on
National Law 4513/2018
Three participating municipalities have established an Energy Community, installing a large solar PV power plant
in a largely unoccupied rural area due to lack of adequate space in the urban areas. This solar array is connected
to the medium voltage electricity network. The energy produced is virtually shared among consumption points of
public interest, (e.g. public buildings, city lighting, public schools) and with local residents. The Energy Community
is also free to decide to donate a portion of the energy generated to vulnerable consumers or citizens suffering
from poverty. This has now become a central pillar of the scheme with the hope that the project will help to alleviate
energy poverty in the region by reducing the energy bills of those in poverty via virtual net metering.
Though the motivations of the EC are much the same as a more ‘traditional’ EC in either Stage 1 or 2 of the EC
evolution, the use of virtual metering, the high degree of professionalisation, involvement of municipal governments,
and ability to reduce emissions at scale indicate that this project occupies a Stage 3 position in the EC evolution
framework. This has been facilitated by the Greek government seeking to support the sector with effective, and
EU-leading, policy.

Addressing policy uncertainty
and complexity
Across partner countries uncertain and complex policy from central government has been a barrier to Community-led
solar PV projects. Much of this complexity is understandable given the scale of transformation the energy system is
undergoing - away from a handful of large incumbents to a distributed cloud of thousands of generators each with
fluctuating levels of input. Here as well, clear and certain policy from central government can inform the efforts of
regulators and DSOs to cushion the risk of investing in upgraded systems and processes. The effect strong signals from
central government can have on downstream actors cannot be underestimated and the EU Green Deal is a pertinent
example of the strong signals clear policy can have on downstream actors.
Ambitious and sustained policy from the centre can facilitate equally consistent and ambitious policy and action
downstream. A new draft law prepared by the Lithuanian government’s Ministry of Energy as well as existing laws
concerning net metering and prosumption place the decentralisation of the energy system at the core of their strategy
(See Case Study 7). These recent Lithuanian laws show a desire to facilitate more ECs entering Stage 3 of their
evolution – an approach which is similar to that taken by Greece. While at earlier stages net metering provision can help
to support smaller ECs and spread their benefits more widely (a priority in Lithuania which so far has a fledgling EC
sector), when incorporated into more developed markets they can begin to have a disadvantageous impact upon the
wider grid. This process has been observed in the Netherlands which is now phasing out their use of net metering for
this reason. Likewise, Germany has decided against implementing a programme of net metering for the same reason.
How Lithuania navigates this challenge in the future will be crucial to the long-term success of their progressive policy
provision.
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Case Study 7: National Government - Prosumers and Energy
Communities in Lithuania
The Lithuanian Government have an ambitious target of producing 45% of the nation’s electricity through
renewable sources by 2030. In 2019, to help achieve this, the government amended the law to expand net
metering and presumption. The government offers direct financing support equal to 30% of project costs. Net
metering can be applied to projects up to 500kW. It is now possible for energy to be produced in one area and
consumed in another with only a minimal transmission fee. It is also possible to buy or lease a small portion
of a larger project and consume this electricity whilst still accessing the net metering service. A dedicated
internet platform has been created to match developers and potential consumers. In the first three months
4,000 families took advantage of this scheme. The flexibility of the platform has opened up opportunities for
the use of solar electricity to heat water and provide space heating through heat pumps. Using technology to
expand access to renewable technologies shows a desire to enter Stage 3 of the EC evolution. Arguably, at
the larger scales typified by an advanced Stage 3 evolution net metering can become a challenge to effective
grid balancing due to mismatched incentives for consumers which can encourage behaviours not favourable
to grid longevity. For this reason, the Netherlands is now phasing out net metering.
In Lithuania, 2020 also saw the introduction of a secondary piece of legislation which defines Energy
Communities and their activities. ECs are now a distinct legal entity defined as a non-profit with stakeholders
who can be private persons, SMEs, and municipalities. At least 51% of any EC must be made up of private
persons living in either the municipality or a neighbouring municipality where the energy is generated. EC
members can decide to self-consume, sell, or grant the electricity they generate, and municipalities must
declare on their website the location of suitable land plots for solar PV generation. EC are exempt from certain
fees on energy tariffs and can receive public financing for their initial investments.
Unfortunately, EC are currently exempt from participating in the net metering system which limits some of the
appeal to new communities. Stakeholder groups are in the process of making the case for this decision to be
reversed to allow EC formation to be fully incentivised.

These new laws are an example of progressive policy that sends strong signals to communities and DSOs alike whilst
making the growth of the community solar industry a priority. In more general terms, useful guidance on transposing
the relevant EU law3,4 (including more innovative aspects of policy discussed in this document) has been produced by
REScoop.eu18.
The policy recommendations proposed here for ECs entering Stage 3 are not exhaustive and seek to offer general
guidance on the considerations partners and other nations should take when contemplating future policy. The EU
HEROES project has shown the diversity already present in Energy Communities across Europe. When considering a
policy approach governments should be mindful of this diversity and their own particular context – learning from existing
schemes in other countries and being open to otherwise novel approaches. It is right that these policies are given due
consideration so that when enacted they are effective. That is why we have identified short term approaches, such as
PPAs and the introduction of supportive frameworks, which can be implemented rapidly in the interim. This will have the
benefit of building the capacity of the sector in a given country and making it easier to assess present and future needs.

Page I 16

www.euheroes.eu

Conclusion
It is becoming increasingly clear that distributed generation and integrated local energy systems are an affordable solution
across different MS contexts. The iDistributedPV Project analysed over 80 case studies across EU environments,
testing an integrated approach that takes demand, PV and batteries into account and confirmed this assessment20.
Energy communities can contribute to the delivery of net zero carbon through:
»
»
»
»
»

Engaging more members of the public in the process of decarbonisation.
Helping to maximise the positive social and economic impact of the transition through social enterprise models
which reinvest profits in social good and share dividends more widely.
Helping to democratise the generation and supply of energy through communal ownership and democratic
governance.
Creating multiplier effects where the surplus from renewable energy projects is reinvested in further carbon saving
activity (such as renewables or energy efficiency investments).
Acting as a trusted intermediary for the creation of integrated approaches to decentralised energy generation,
demand management, (potentially alongside transport, EVs, smart-charging etc.) by utilising local knowledge.

If policy is crafted thoughtfully, the findings of the EU HEROES project could help facilitate sustained, green economic
growth which is decentralised and democratic, uplifting already left-behind regions and spreading the green technology
and skills revolution widely. The concurrent health, economic, and oil-price shocks illustrate that now, more than ever, is
the time to invest in a diversified and sustainable energy system that empowers all European citizens.
The list of organisations calling on national and supranational governments to hold firm on climate commitments and
to continue pursuing their ambitions for net zero is extensive21–23. As Europe emerges from the health crisis, it will
be essential that it invests wisely to minimise the economic crisis and prepare for a zero-carbon future. Investing in
proven technology such as solar PV, alongside innovative business model development, should be a priority for any
government as they represent low or no-regret policies24.
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