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This report lays the foundation to make universities fossil free.

The Fossil Free Zones framework provides a transparent and effective standard
for credible climate action and is in alignment with the EU Green Claims Directive.
Our novel database highlights the progress of universities in becoming fossil-free
and serves as a shared progress tracker for the fossil phase-out.

Dependence on fossil fuels is still large, despite commmunicated high ambitions.
Renewable, fossil-free solutions are spreading fast across Germany’s university
landscape, underlining universities’ leader-potential for systemic change.

The Fossil Phase-Out is being slowed down by misleading claims, ineffective

accounting practices and systemic shortcomings.
We present best practice examples, from whose successes and experiences, other
stakeholders can learn.

We discuss common challenges and provide applicable solution-pathways to
combat those and to effectively achieve cleaner, greener and more livable

campuses and societies.
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Fossil Free Zones is a project
by the Leave it in the Ground
Initiative (LINGO), an

international NGO working
on the forefront of
accelerating a complete
Fossil Phase-Out.
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Introduction

Fossil Free Zones at German universities are
necessary, feasible and already emerging.

Fossil fuels are the main driver of the climate crisis, accounting for 90 % of
CO2-emissions. A full fossil phase-out is the only credible and most reliable
pathway to meet climate goals. While policy-makers are slow to turn this
need into reality, institutions can act within their own spheres of influence to
drive the transformation bottom-up.

Universities can play a decisive role in this transformation. They generate
knowledge, shape norms, develop innovative solutions and educate future
decision-makers. Through their public credibility and institutional reach,
universities are well positioned to shape the sustainability transition.

Indeed, many universities communicate strong commitments to climate
action. However, climate strategies often rely on offsets and rarely include an
explicit exit from fossil fuels. This leads to a gap between science-prescribed
reduction paths and respective action towards it.

The Fossil Free Zones framework addresses this gap by focusing directly on
the root cause of the climate crisis: the extraction and burning of fossil fuels. It
offers a transparent and more effective alternative to accounting-based
climate neutrality.

This report provides the first systematic overview of progress towards
becoming fossil-free across German universities. It documents existing
partially and completely fossil-free places, highlights best practices,
identifies recurring structural challenges, and outlines practical ways to
accelerate a full fossil phase-out.


https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/science/causes-effects-climate-change
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/science/causes-effects-climate-change
https://fossilfueltreaty.org/cop30-conference
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What are Fossil Free Zones?

The Fossil Free Zones framework identifies places that operate without the
extraction and burning of fossil fuels and makes them visible on an
interactive map. Qualifiable Zones include fully Fossil Free Zones, partially
Fossil Free Zones (Oil Free, Gas Free, or Coal Free) and, for geopolitical
regions only, Fossil Extraction Free Zones. Thereby, we're surfacing the
global progress for a clean and prosperous Fossil Free future and urge all
actors to join the global fossil-free family.

FOSSIL COAL GAS OIL
FREE Q Free Q Free Q FRee
® ZONE <> ZONE <> ZONE < ZONE

Scope: All energy use inside the Zone is considered: No fossil fuels should
be combusted within its boundaries nor used to generate its imported
energy. The fossil-free status of a zone is a simple and transparent
indicator of whether a site relies on burning fossil fuels in practice. The
framework builds on the work of Fergus Green who first proposed the idea
in 2018.

Why is it necessary?

Fossil fuels are the root cause of climate change, accounting for nearly
90 % of global CO2 emissions. Beyond the climate crisis, they fuel global
conflicts and create dangerous dependencies. Their extraction destroys
ecosystems and harms local communities.

Crucially, the fossil fuel industry spends millions on misinformation to
block the energy transition. If an institution wants to become more
sustainable but continues to rely on fossil fuels, it paradoxically supports
the very system that it wants to overcome.

Read the full article:

Green, F. (2022). Fossil Free Zones: a proposal. Climate Policy, 22(9-10), 1356-1362.

Check our Website and
FAQ to learn more.



https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14693062.2022.2118657
https://fossilfreezones.org/learn#faq
https://fossilfreezones.org/#map
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/14693062.2022.2118657
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/science/causes-effects-climate-change
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/science/causes-effects-climate-change
https://www.amnesty.org.uk/latest/global-fossil-fuel-industry-endangering-quarter-humanity-new-report/
https://www.ucs.org/resources/decades-deceit
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Everyone can become fossil free!

From single buildings to a whole continent!

Here are some examples:

A school
The “Freie Schule
Heckenbeck” is
completely fossil-free!

A home
Every home can and
should be fossil-free.
View the case study on
Lifehaus here.

A continent
Antarctica is the
only fossil-extraction
free continent -
which will be the
next?

A museum
The “Nawareum”
operates completely
fossil-free!

After relentless
protests, the Sarayaku
Community in the
Amazon Rainforest
remains a fossil
extraction free
community.

A country
Portugal became
entirely coal free!


https://fossilfreezones.org/learn#case-studies
https://fossilfreezones.org/learn#case-studies
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Fossil Free Zones in Transition

Recognizing those who lead the way

Becoming fossil-free doesn't happen overnight. The Fossil Free Zone in Transition
framework recognizes institutions that have made a binding commitment to
complete fossil-freedom and are actively working toward it. It's for those who
don't just talk about climate action, but plan it, resource it, and deliver it.

FOSSIL

FREE

<> ZONES

—————————

IN TRANSITION

FOSSIL

EOHE =
TN TRANSITION

Why commit now?

Climate neutrality targets have lost credibility. With the EU Green Claims Directive and
CSRD raising the bar for environmental claims, a formal commitment to fossil-freedom
must become the new standard for science-based climate action. Universities can be
at the forefront of this shift.

Most universities could qualify. One has done so. Who will be the next?

What it takes to qualify:
¢ A binding commitment to achieve fossil-freedom, officially approved by leadership
(e.g. Rectorate, Board) and publicly announced.
e A credible action plan that includes a concrete roadmap with milestones, clear
responsibilities, and defined timelines for each phase of the transition.
e A complete inventory of all fossil fuel appliances currently in use, serving as the
baseline for tracking progress.
What you gain
Registration as a Fossil Free Zone in Transition brings visibility and recognition. Your
institution will be featured on our interactive map, included in reports and case studies,
and become part of a growing family of climate leaders. Use it to communicate your
ambition, internally and externally.

Our Research

This report covers all 435 German universities. During the year 2025, we
systematically reviewed all publicly available data and conducted direct outreach
to every institution. Some universities remained unresponsive despite several follow-
ups. In these instances, our findings rely on existing public records, which were
occasionally outdated or incomplete. Consequently, we acknowledge that our
database may underestimate the number of Fossil Free Zones. We invite university
officials to reach out to ensure their institution is accurately represented in our
database and that Fossil Free Zones become registered on the map. In the ever
changing landscape of sustainable development, this report provides a snapshot.
Nonetheless, we followed a consistent process and therefore can provide a robust
basis to identify systemic patterns.


https://fossilfreezones.org/#map
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The Database: An Overview

We proudly present a novel and extensive database that tracks universities’
progress toward becoming fossil-free. The full database, with all details is publicly
available here. A conversion is found below. This page sums up some key insights:

1. Few Fossil Free Zones!

No University is fully fossil-free yet, despite it being the most effective and transparent GHG-reduction
strategy. This finding once more underlines the relevance of our approach and this project to uncover
this deficit. The few identified Zones are presented below. Due to incomplete response patterns there may
be unidentified Fossil Free Zones, which we invite to reach out and get registered!

2. Technological Diversity Frequency of Renewables Coverage of Renewables
Only one quarter of screened I
universities have adopted

fossil-free energy sources.
Among those are primarily PV-
systems (69 %), followed by
biogenic fuels like biomass and
biogas. Also geothermal
energy, solar thermal systems,
wind energy and heat pumps
are being used to replace fossil
fuels.

3. Limited Scale

Where renewables are in use, their share is
mostly minimal (below 10 % of total demand). This highlights the urgency for universities to move
beyond symbolic adoption of renewables towards substantial replacement of fossil fuels. Notably,
there are seven universities witnh renewapie snares exceeding 5U 7%, wnich demonstrates that fossil-
free campuses are achievable. Today, those universities with high renewable shares rely primarily on
biogenic fuels. However, this landscape is currently shifting as large-scale PV systems, geothermal
installations, and heat pump systems are spreading fast.

4. "Green electricity” isn’t always green
Based on our analysis, at least 60 % of
9 Al <19 : 2 e
40% 18.2% German universities procure so-called
“green electricity”. However, the

©0-accounted green electricity (Central proc)  N€TYINg Ascounting mechanisme

o - that is based on uncoupled Guarantees
GO-accounted green electricity (Own Proc.) (BESaT e 1 of Origin (GOs) is highly questionable, as

outlined below. For public universities, procurement is often organized
centrally by the public administration of the federal states.

5. Climate Neutrality Targets are two-sided

A relevant amount of universities aims to achieve climate neutrality well before Germany’s national
goal of 2045. In most cases these are driven by the climate acts of federal states. On the one hand,
this illustrates high declared ambition across the sector. On the other hand, climate neutrality relies
on offsetting, which reduces incentives to pursue real emission reductions.

Climate Neutrality Target Years of all German Universities
Note: 2045 indicates that no specific commitment was made. Thus, Germany’s
national goal to achieve climate neutrality by 2045 applies



https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1tkaVFVfUIHCr4kbLQH4A2EY6dOAkX_nwQUYG9hWYhDs/edit?usp=sharing
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Fossil Free Zones at German
Universities

This section presents the Fossil Free Zones we identified in our assessment of all

435 German universities. To date, we have identified only four zones. While this

amount underlines the extensive fossil dependence and the need for change, the
following examples demonstrate that the Fossil Free Zones framework is widely
applicable and fossil free campuses are a practical reality. ‘f

1. The Lab & Seminar Building

atTHUIm

© Rico Grund

This new "Passivhaus-Plus” building at THU’s Campus Eselsberg generates
more power than it consumes. A 420 kWp PV system powers the heat
pumps and building operations, with excess energy fed into a power
storage system. While the central infrastructure is 100 % renewable, fossil
gas is still used in the laboratories. Replacing this dependency is a feasible
final step to become a completely Fossil Free Zone. The building was
planned and built by the Baden-Wurttembergian VBV, which thereby sets a
high standard for public construction.

@ Read the Full Case Study

additional decentralized capacity, and are demonstrably free

9 Self-sufficient systems eliminate dependencies, create
< from fossil fuels.


https://fossilfreezones.org/learn#case-studies

09

2. High Performance Data Center

at Gottingen University

FOSSIL It already sources 50 % of its electricity through a Griuner Strom Label-

certified tariff, ensuring direct procurement from renewable

production. From 2027, this will increase to 100 % as required by the

Energy Efficiency Act (EnEfG). The building needs no additional heating

as waste heat from the servers is recovered to heat the office spaces.
FREE

< ZONE

3. KHSB

Catholic University of Applied Social Sciences Berlin

KHSB sources 100 % of its electricity through a Griner Strom
Label-certified tariff, provided by Mann Strom. While the university
has successfully eliminated coal and oil from its energy portfolio,
= ! i : the supplied district heating is still based on burning fossil gas.

-------- =

IN TRANSITION

COAL & OIL

FOSSIL

FREE

ZONE

4. FOOd FOI'eSt at Leuphana University

The Food Forest at Leuphana University is cultivated only manually,
without the use of fossil fuel-powered tools. This little biodiversity hotspot
can be seen as a prototype for large scale campus management, which
combines fossil-free operation with creating calming, inspiring learning
environments. We emphasize that Fossil Free Zones are not only free of
fossils but also full of life-enriching qualities.

Fossil Free Zones ensure direct procurement of
renewable energy. No need to exit the grid.



¢
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Emerging Fossil Free Zones

No university is completely fossil-free yet, but many are only a few steps away.
We encourage them to complete the transition and ask all others to follow.
Although they have not yet reached the goal, their progress is remarkable and
insightful. Sharing good practices should drive mutual learning and moving
toward fossil-freedom all together.

Umweltcampus Birkenfeld

The campus uses 100 % fossil-free heat from a

district heating network powered by a biomass 1
plant. On-site photovoltaic systems .
generate up to 50 % of the campus's annual _d
electricity demand. i L

Leuphana University Liineburg

The central campus uses 100 % fossil-free heat from a
) biogas-powered combined heat and power plant
(CHP). On-site photovoltaic systems feed around 500
MWh per year into the campus grid, covering
approximately 15 % of annual electricity demand.

{IEAE

EURO-FH Hamburg

The university uses 100 % fossil-free heat
based on biogas.

Hochschule Wismar

On-site photovoltaic systems cover approximately 11 % of
total annual electricity demand. A pellet boiler with a
nominal capacity of 540 kW generates around 20 % of
annual heating demand.

h2 - Magdeburg Stendal R

Around 90 % of heat demand is covered by
burning wood pellets. Extensive
photovoltaic systems are installed on most

university buildings.


https://www.google.com/url?sa=t&source=web&rct=j&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.spiegel.de%2Fkarriere%2Fmba-euro-fh-in-hamburg-bietet-nur-schmalspur-studium-a-1006381.html&ved=0CBUQjRxqFwoTCICk3JKT35EDFQAAAAAdAAAAABBU&opi=89978449
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Catholic University Eichstatt

75 % of heat is supplied by biomass district heating.
The remaining 25 % are self-generated, using
"Climate Gas" (fossil gas, incl. offsets) following a
2022 biogas shortage. A return to biogas is planned.
Local PV systems contribute approximately 20 MWh/

year.

University of Augsburg

PV-Systems are currently being expanded
from 1 MWp to 2,5 MWp. This is expected to
yield an annual production of 2,1 GWh from
2027 onwards.

Alanus University of Arts and Social Sciences

Campus 1 is supplied with 100 % fossil-free
heat, while Campus 2 reaches approximately
50 % fossil-free heat through biomass burning.
On-site photovoltaic generation covers about
3 % (11 MWh per year) of electricity demand.

University for Sustainable
Development Eberswalde

Approximately 80 % of heat is generated
using wood-chip and pellet heating systems,
while fossil gas is used during transitional
periods. One heat pump is installed.
Photovoltaic systems produce around 22
MWh of electricity per year.

University of Music Trossingen

Two of three buildings are supplied with fossil-free
district heating based on biogas. The remaining
building is scheduled for demolition. A photovoltaic
system with a capacity of 26.7 kWp is in operation.

These are just a few examples. You can find

more in the database.



https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1pwzQHo1RR-oQrkfKtFQ-BYQ0pCfFToHvK8NkD4cfZhc/edit?gid=0#gid=0
https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1pwzQHo1RR-oQrkfKtFQ-BYQ0pCfFToHvK8NkD4cfZhc/edit?gid=0#gid=0
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The Full Database

We provide an open and shared platform to track progress, learn from each other and
become fossil-free all together. The complete online database can be accessed here. This
abbreviated version provides an overview of the extensive fossil dependence of the sector.

1. Fossil Free Zones present

Legend

2. Renewable Energies present None identified = Fossil based [ Unknown
3. Coverage of Renewable Energies = Renewables present [ = GO-accounted
University - = None identified “Green Electricity”
4. Electricity Procurement Type = Minor (<10 %) = Direct Supply
5. Energy Data Reporting = Significant (10-50 %) i = Public Energy Reporting
6. Climate Neutrality Target = Extensive (>50 %) available
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https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1pwzQHo1RR-oQrkfKtFQ-BYQ0pCfFToHvK8NkD4cfZhc/edit?gid=1484535828#gid=1484535828

University

1. Fossil Free Zones present
2. Renewable Energies present
3. Coverage of Renewable Energies

4. Electricity Procurement Type
5. Energy Data Reporting

6. Climate Neutrality Target

Legend
- = None identified

= Fossil based / Unknown

= Renewables present [{ = GO-accounted

= None identified

= Minor (<10 %)

= Significant (10-50 %)
= Extensive (>50 %)

“Green Electricity”

= Direct Supply
i = Public Energy Reporting
available
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This database is not a ranking but a shared tool for collective progress. We
intentionally avoid scores or indices, as data coverage differs and
transformation processes are evolving rapidly. Universities face very different
institutional conditions, capacities, and budgetary realities, which makes direct
comparison misleading.

Instead we provide a live database to establish clearer standards and track
progress towards it. We invite universities to notify us to get their newest
achievements live.

The database pictures the status quo and is designed as an openly accessible
progress tracker for the fossil phase-out at universities. It clearly shows the
current large dependence on fossil fuel use, only a few years before many
climate neutrality targets are due.

This underlines the need to embed a complete \V ‘ avym
fossil phase-out strategy into universities’ '
climate action plans.




fossilfreezones.org

Challenges & Solutions

After nine months of research and close exchange with practitioners, we
identified recurring challenges that hinder fossil-free transitions at universities.
But for every problem there is a solution so addressing these and developing
strategies became a central part of this project.

This section outlines recurring pitfalls, misleading

approaches, and structural barriers, alongside practical
pathways to address them. It supports universities in
avoiding common mistakes and taking meaningful action
toward becoming fossil-free

CHALLENGE

Our analysis shows that at least 60 % of universities purchase electricity marketed as
“renewable”. However, these claims build on a market-based accounting approach, in
which electricity and “Guarantees” of Origin (GOs) are procured separately. While the
purchased electricity comes from unknown and fossil-based generation, GOs are procured
from other renewable plants, often from Norwegian Hydropower. Despite the fossil origin of
the purchased electricity, it is thereby accounted as emissions-reduced or even
emissions-free in many institutional carbon balances. This practice is highly problematic
for the following reasons:

Double accounting of renewable electricity
e The same renewable generation is often claimed simultaneously under location-based
and market-based accounting, leading to systematic double-accounting and double-
marketing.
Misallocation of financial flows
¢ Since fossil-fuel-based electricity can be marketed as “green” in the existing system, it
has the same sales opportunities as truly renewable electricity. Accordingly, green
electricity tariffs continue to mainly sell fossil-fuel-based electricity. As a result, the
majority of payments for so-called “green electricity” continue to flow into the fossil fuel
industry. The price of guarantees of origin is marginal in relation to the price of
electricity and has no real steering effect .
No reliable reduction of fossil fuel use
e Accounting-based green electricity does not reduce fossil electricity generation in
practice, and does not support the expansion of renewables.
False sense of completion
e Electricity procured in this way is frequently treated as “climate neutral”, which reduces
efforts to pursue impactful solutions such as on-site generation or direct supply
contracts.

g A credible climate strategy needs to move beyond

current GO-based green electricity accounting.



https://www.umweltbundesamt.de/system/files/medien/11850/publikationen/10_2025_cc.pdf
https://www.hamburg-institut.com/wp-content/uploads/2024/09/240920_HI_Discussion_Paper_Energiebilanzierung_marktbasiert_ortsbasiert.pdf
https://www.ffe.de/veroeffentlichungen/norwegen-und-die-doppelvermarktung-erneuerbarer-energien/
https://www.ffe.de/veroeffentlichungen/norwegen-und-die-doppelvermarktung-erneuerbarer-energien/
https://www.ffe.de/veroeffentlichungen/norwegen-und-die-doppelvermarktung-erneuerbarer-energien/
https://foes.de/publikationen/2025/2025-07_FOES_ASM_HKN_Impulspapier_Herkunftsnachweise_Analyse_Greenwashing_oder_Transformation.pdf
https://foes.de/publikationen/2025/2025-07_FOES_ASM_HKN_Impulspapier_Herkunftsnachweise_Analyse_Greenwashing_oder_Transformation.pdf
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Solution 1: Get real green electricity

First of all, we must stop accounting green electricity as emissions reduced, as long as
double accounting is not effectively prevented. Following that, several solution pathways
are available to reliably procure and support renewable electricity:

O On-site generation is the most reliable option. It is
: This building at THU ., 9 o : P
additional, verifiable, directly manageable, and can
» produces 126 % of its . .
offer strong economic performance with short
electr|C|ty demand o . . :
== amortization periods. Third-party-services can be
= with PV-Systems. .
e useful here, when own funds are too limited.

Power Purchase Agreements (PPAs) provide
strong and direct support for renewable energy
generation by contractually linking the consumer
to specific renewable power plants. Unlike
standard tariffs, PPAs ensure that capital is
directed toward identified renewable projects,
providing the long-term price signals that are
necessary for market expansion.

The University & Uni-
Clinic of Tubingen have
concluded a PPA with the
municipal utilities, which
covers app. 3 % of their
electricity demand.

Direct marketing and contractual coupling is used by selected energy utilities that solely
source from renewable production through own generation or supply contracts. Therefore,
they can provide a contractual coupling, meaning that GOs and the traded electricity come
from the same renewable power plant. This approach provides significant benefits: It
supports renewable producers with stable revenue and guaranteed offtake. By creating
market-based revenue streams, it reduces reliance on EEG subsidies so these funds can
support new renewable capacity instead. Greenwashing is reduced as GOs cannot be sold
separately to label fossil-generated power as green. Finally, accounting group traceability
ensures that only renewably produced electricity is traded, making claims of emission
reduction through this procurement much more comprehensive. Note that even direct
supply contracts involve hedging and swapping mechanisms, which induce payments to the
fossil industry. The extent of this practice varies between providers and highlights the current
system constraints, particularly limited storage capacity.

Gruner Strom Label is the only electricity certificate that guarantees
GRUNER A\ contractual coupling and exclusive procurement from renewable
STROM production. Furthermore, certified utilities are required to invest a
certain amount per kWh into new renewable projects. This amplifies

Das Okostromlabel the expansion of renewables even more!
der Umweltverbande

We also recommend
the Okostrom-Report by Robin Wood, which
assessed utilities for exclusive renewable
energy trading and additional investments
into new renewable production.

=% The University of Géttingen has decided to opt out
“4 from purely GO-based procurement and chose to
cover their grid demand exclusively through a
Gruner Strom Label-certified tariff. The KHSB
actually covers all of its electricity demand with a
certified tariff.



https://www.robinwood.de/oekostrom-report-2025
https://www.zvei.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Presse_und_Medien/Pressebereich/2025-035-Neue_Studie_zur_Ausgestaltung_der_Absicherungspflicht/Connect_Ausgestaltung_der_Absicherungspflicht_2025.pdf
https://www.zvei.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Presse_und_Medien/Pressebereich/2025-035-Neue_Studie_zur_Ausgestaltung_der_Absicherungspflicht/Connect_Ausgestaltung_der_Absicherungspflicht_2025.pdf
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Solution 2: Help fixing the system

The trading and accounting system for renewable electricity is flawed and clearly
requires further development. Universities, as knowledge generators and integral parts of
public administration, can play a key role in accelerating necessary reforms. For example,
researchers at TU Berlin published an influential study on the relevance of 24/7 carbon free
electricity. Now it's time to implement it! Here's what to do:

1. Prevent Double-Counting

Double-accounting through simultaneous market-based and location-based accounting
must be eliminated. While both approaches are legitimate on their own, their parallel
existence creates a fundamental conflict.

When a university chooses one approach, it should ensure that the same renewable
attributes are not claimed elsewhere through the other approach. For example, this
condition is violated when Norwegian GOs are used, since Norway's national emissions
accounting relies on the location-based approach. The same renewable electricity
effectively gets counted twice: once by Norway and once by the purchasing institution. This
does nothing for the climate.

We generally support and recommend the market-based approach because it links
purchasing decisions directly to renewable suppliers, enabling institutions to actively drive
the energy transition rather than passively consuming the grid average. However, this
approach is only credible once the necessary reforms are in place.

2. Introduce more Granular Guarantees of Origin

The most crucial reform is the increasing the temporal granularity of GOs. Hourly matching
requires consumers to hold Guarantees of Origin for every hour of the day, not just annual
volumes. This must be combined with geographic closeness to comprehensively match
input and output. As the UN notes, 24/7 renewable procurement is "both the end state of a
fully decarbonized electricity system, and a transformative approach to energy
procurement, supply, and policy design that is critical to accelerating its arrival.”
Importantly, hourly matching also creates strong economic incentives for building large-
scale energy storage systems, which are crucial for a fully fossil-free grid.

Breaking News: Germany's First 24/7 Tariff is Now Available

Just days before completing this report, LichtBlick and Granular Energy launched
the first commercially available 24/7 tariff in Germany with hourly matching. This
is a breakthrough: what we call for in this report is now market reality, available to
universities today.

Now the German Guarantee of Origin Register (HKNR) must follow suit in order to
establish hourly matching as the minimum standard for labeling grid-based
green electricity as soon as possible.

available, these will become the minimum requirement for
registration as a Fossil Free Zone.

g As soon as hourly GOs become established and scalably
O



https://foes.de/publikationen/2025/2025-07_FOES_ASM_HKN_Impulspapier_Herkunftsnachweise_Analyse_Greenwashing_oder_Transformation.pdf
https://www.ffe.de/veroeffentlichungen/zukunftsfaehige-herkunftsnachweise/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2542435124005440?via%3Dihub
https://www.ffe.de/veroeffentlichungen/norwegen-und-die-doppelvermarktung-erneuerbarer-energien/
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/Norway%20NID%202025.pdf
https://unfccc.int/sites/default/files/resource/Norway%20NID%202025.pdf
https://theclimatechoice.com/de/resources/magazine/navigating-the-complexity-of-emission-calculation-location-based-vs-market-based-method?utm_source=chatgpt.com#:~:text=Challenges%20%2D%20Double%20Accounting%20%26%20Lack%20of%20Comparability
https://www.un.org/en/energy-compacts/page/compact-247-carbon-free-energy
https://www.un.org/en/energy-compacts/page/compact-247-carbon-free-energy
https://www.lichtblick.de/presse/partnerschaft-granular/
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VARYING RESPONSIBILITIES FOR PROCUREMENT

CHALLENGE

An additional layer of complexity arises from centralized procurement structures. In most federal
states, universities are supplied with “green electricity” through the federal administration. These
usually have weak criteria for “green electricity” regarding the origin, age, or additionality of renewable
generation, resulting in little to no real climate impact. Some universities account the electricity as
emissions reduced nonetheless, while others are more critical. In either case, universities frequently
claim to have no real influence on the electricity procurement. This makes federal state
administrations a central actor in developing better solutions to the described problems. The following
table provides an overview of the federal states’ procurement structures.

Baden-Wurttemberg: Electricity procurement is handled centrally
by the Asset and Construction Management Department (VBV) of
the Ministry of Finance for all non-university higher education
institutions. Universities can participate on a voluntary basis. GOs
must be bought from plants that are no more than 20 years old.

Berlin: The structure of electricity procurement for universities is
not clearly documented publicly. Information on responsibilities or
criteria for green electricity is not available in a transparent
manner.

Bremen: Universities procure electricity independently.

Hesse: The State Office for Construction and Real Estate Hesse
(LBIH) procures electricity centrally for all state universities as part
of the state administration. The only criterion for green electricity
is guarantees of origin.

Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania: Electricity procurement for all
state universities is carried out centrally by the state's Ministry of
Finance. The only criterion for green electricity is guarantees of
origin.

Rhineland-Palatinate: The State Property and Construction
Management Agency (LBB) procures electricity centrally for all
state universities in Rhineland-Palatinate (with the exception of the
University of Mainz). Additional criteria for HKN were discussed but
not implemented.

Saxony-Anhalt: The Saxony-Anhalt Construction and Real Estate
Agency (BLSA) offers central electricity procurement for
universities, which is used on a voluntary basis. An overview of
participants is not publicly available. The only criterion for green
electricity is guarantees of origin.

Schleswig-Holstein: The universities procure electricity
independently.

Individual and Collective Pathways
The best procurement strategy clearly depends

on the local conditions and legal structures across federal states.
Where procurement is centralized, universities should address the
issue collectively. If systemic solutions are blocked, universities can
find individual solutions, e.g. by making use of their institutional
autonomy or property rights. Furthermore, universities can
collaborate in voluntary joint procurement initiatives, to reduce

Bavaria: Electricity procurement is handled centrally by the
Bavarian State Office for Construction and Transport (LBV) and is
used by all state universities, but is formally voluntary. The only
criterion for green electricity is guarantees of origin.

Brandenburg: Centralized electricity procurement is offered by the
Brandenburg State Agency for Real Estate and Construction (BLB)
and used voluntarily by several universities. It currently procures
all electricity from one utility. The only criterion for green
electricity is guarantees of origin.

Hamburg: Electricity procurement is carried out centrally by the
Authority for Environment, Climate, Energy, and Agriculture
(BUKEA) for all state universities with the exception of the BHH. The
guarantees of origin must come from plants that are no more than
six years old.

Lower Saxony: Electricity procurement for all state universities is
carried out centrally by the Lower Saxony State Office for
Construction and Real Estate (NLBL) for all universities (with the
exception of the Technical University of Braunschweig, the
University of Hanover, the University of Lineburg, MHH, and the
University of Gottingen). The only criterion for green electricity is
guarantees of origin.

North Rhine-Westphalia: The Building and Real Estate Management
Authority (BLB) centrally supplies 6 of the 11 universities
administered by the state. All other public universities in North
Rhine-Westphalia procure their own electricity, but some do so
jointly. The only criterion for green electricity at the BLB is
guarantees of origin.

Saarland: The State Building Authority (SHB) procures electricity
centrally for some universities, while Saarland University and
Homburg University Hospital procure independently. The only
criterion for green electricity is guarantees of origin.

Saxony: The Saxon Real Estate and Construction Management (SIB)
procures electricity centrally for all state universities (with the
exception of the Zittau-Gorlitz University of Applied Sciences) via
framework agreements. The only criterion for green electricity is
guarantees of origin.

Thuringia: The Thuringian State Office for Construction and
Transport (TLBV) procures electricity centrally for all state
universities in the state. The only criterion for green electricity is
guarantees of origin.

A growing network of
21 Universities in
North Rhine-
Westphalia procures
“green” electricity
collectively,
managed by TH KdIn
and KoBa NRW.

administrative efforts while increasing financial advantages.


https://koba-nrw.web.th-koeln.de/stromvergabe-im-verbund/#1731670625913-b4a8ecab-b756
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MISLEADING SUSTAINABILITY CLAIMS

CHALLENGE

Not every alternative constitutes a meaningful solution. Across the analysis, several
approaches were repeatedly described as sustainable, often implying that no further
transformation would be needed. Most notably, (1) fossil gas usage, (2) combined heat and
power (CHP) systems, and (3) district heating are often framed as sufficiently sustainable,
which ignores crucial underlying problems:

1. Fossil gas is not a “climate-friendly” solution

Fossil gas has been defended as “cleaner pollution” as it emits less CO, than coal. However,
life cycle assessments show that LNG from the U.S. emits more CO2eq than coal! Extraction
practices like fracking imply large intentional methane release, and harms local
environments and communities. As a finite resource it is linked to dangerous dependencies
and geopolitical conflicts. Nobody can dispute that it is a fossil fuel that adds carbon to the
atmosphere that would otherwise remain underground.

2. Efficiency qams of CHP.s may perp.ietlfate fossil dependency T e
CHP systems increase efficiency, which is great, but commonly on renewable sources, as
run on fossil fuels nonetheless. This perpetuates institutions’ demonstrated by

. . Leuphana University.
reliance on and support for fossil fuel use.

3. District heating is not automatically sustainable

District heating is often assumed to be climate-friendly by default, yet its climate impact
depends entirely on the underlying energy sources. In many cases, it is based on burning
waste, local electricity generation or industrial waste heat, all of which use fossil fuels.
Especially waste incineration creates long-term demand for combustible waste, namely
plastic, which reinforces fossil extraction rather than reducing it.

SOLUTIONS

Real solutions should be fossil-free, efficient and sustainably sourced.

Priority should be given to non-finite renewable energy sources such as

wind, solar, hydro or geothermal energy. Those can unfold their potential through broad
electrification, heat pumps and storage systems. Implementation may take place through
on-site generation or direct procurement via PPAs. Cooperation with local partners, such
as the municipal utilities or neighboring institutions can foster implementation.

Finite renewable energies such as biogas or biomass have limited availability and cannot
serve as universal solutions for everyone. But local conditions matter and if the
procurement of the raw materials follows high sustainability standards, those are fair
solutions for renewable energy supply.

Efficiency gains and retrofits are essential supporting measures. But, they do not
compensate the necessity to replace fossil fuels.


https://scijournals.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/ese3.1934
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CLIMATE NEUTRALITY COULD UNDERMINE THE TRANSITION

CHALLENGE

Climate neutrality targets are widespread among German universities.
Whether self-imposed or mandated by federal state climate laws, these

targets often rely on offsetting. However, offsetting reduces incentives to Revealed: more than 90
pursue real emissions reductions. Several universities already claim climate % of rainforest carbon
neutrality while continuing to burn fossil fuels. The practice of “compensating” offsets by biggest
emissions after they occur rather than avoiding them at their source, certifier are worthless,
obscures reality: (1) Global sink capacity is already overstretched and analysis shows
urgently needed to remove existing atmospheric CO2, not to justify new -

fossil emissions. (2) Justifications are often based on the notion of The Guardian

“unavoidable emissions”, yet what is considered “unavoidable” remains poorly
defined. (3) Compensation projects are very often found to be ineffective.

SOLUTION

Fossil-free operation provides a clearer and more effective goal. It should replace or accompany
existing climate neutrality targets to make them credible. Aiming for fossil-freedom addresses the root
cause and eliminates emissions instead of offsetting emissions after the fact. It remains transparent
and easier to verify and makes infrastructural change tangible.

SHORT-SIGHTED BUDGETING PREVENTS LONG TERM SAVINGS

CHALLENGE

A lack of financial resources is the most frequently mentioned barrier to the

fossil-free transition. Public universities depend on state budgets, that are limited and contested,
which can prolong major infrastructure upgrades. This often gets justified by a narrow interpretation of
§ 97(1) GWB which mandates "economic efficiency and proportionality.” However, a narrow focus on
the lowest upfront price ignores the long-term costs of fossil fuels, rising CO2 prices under ETS-l,
mandatory offsetting fees, and escalating climate damages. Decisions based on short-term savings
will lead to massive future expenditures and stranded assets. The sunk cost-trap: Recent investments
in unsustainable infrastructure, such as gas-fired CHP
systems or new boilers, create a psychological and
financial barrier to change. Reluctance to admit that
these decisions were suboptimal leads to a "sunk-cost
fallacy,” where actors cling to failing fossil assets rather
than initiating the urgent shift to renewables.

SOLUTIONS

The fossil-free transition is a cost-saving strategy,

not an additional expense. To see this, cost assessments
must shift from upfront expenditures to life-cycle accounting. This approach is legally grounded, as
§ 97(1) GWB requirement for "economic proportionality” can only be met when the future costs are
rightfully part of the equation. Furthermore, § 97(3) GWB mandates public procurement to consider
environmental and social aspects. Thus, a long-term perspective must be established which
incentivizes increased investments to enable long term savings. Nonetheless, when public budgets
fall short, universities can find individual solutions: Models like PV-as-a-service, heat pump leasing,
and PPAs shift the investment burden to third parties while ensuring

predictable costs and verified renewable supply. Several universities Umweltcampus Birkenfeld
were successful in combining infrastructure upgrades with applied has renewable heating and
research or pilot-projects to unlock project based funding and remained unaffected by the
scientific progress simultaneously. Ultimately, investments are a gas shortage and price-
matter of priority. If sustainability is a core value in teaching and increase during the energy
research, it should become visible on the campus itself. This turns crisis 2021/22.

declared values into visible credibility.


https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2096511718300069
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2096511718300069
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2023/jan/18/revealed-forest-carbon-offsets-biggest-provider-worthless-verra-aoe
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0921800913000657
https://www.canarymedia.com/articles/clean-energy/charts-renewables-are-on-track-to-keep-getting-cheaper-and-cheaper

fossilfreezones.org 23

GOVERNANCE OF CHANGE MUST BE INSTITUTIONALIZED

CHALLENGE

The transformation requires strategic backing at the highest institutional level, but also
careful preparation and sustained management throughout the implementation. A
frequently mentioned issue was lacking support from the university leadership. On the
other hand, insufficient capacities to plan and implement transition strategies were also
mentioned. While positions such as climate protection managers or Green Offices are
becoming more and more established, these units often lack adequate resources and
capacities or are insufficiently integrated into decision-making processes.

SOLUTIONS

To move from ambition to implementation, universities must institutionalize strong
transition governance. Based on our exchange with practitioners, we recommend four
key aspects.

l.University leadership must acknowledge their institution’s role model function and turn
strategic intent into decisive implementation.

2.Climate Protection Managers or Green Offices should be integrated into high-level
decision-making processes, equipped with review rights and adequate resources.
Thus, they serve as a central "bridge-builder”, rather than acting as an isolated unit.

3.Existing facility management departments can move beyond maintenance toward
active recommendation and implementation.

4.Interdisciplinary steering committees can help establish a whole-institution approach.

UNIVERSITIES HAVE SYSTEMIC CONSTRAINTS AND OPPORTUNITIES

CHALLENGE

Universities are embedded in rigid public administration structures. Despite formal
autonomy, their freedom of action is often limited by state-level regulatory frameworks,
budget allocations, and procurement structures. Bureaucratic structures can significantly
slow down and complicate the transformation process.

SOLUTIONS

This same embeddedness allows universities to act as hotspots for systemic change.
Institutions can exert significant influence on their institutional environment, especially
when acting collectively. By formulating joint demands, they can:

e Reform Policies: Push for changes in legal and procurement structures at the state

level. ]

e Secure Investments: Highlight the economic rationale for the ™) o .'
budgets needed to invest in renewables, which ensures 0 N (
long-term saving and stability. ol I

* Drive Spillover: Create local success stories that 0 Q a 9 P
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Conclusion

This report has shown that Fossil Free Zones at German universities are
necessary, feasible, and already emerging. Yet fossil fuel dependence remains
high, revealing a gap between intention and impact. This underlines the
necessity for universities to adopt a complete fossil phase-out strategy to
make climate action efforts truly meaningful and exemplary. We identified
common challenges and recurring fallacies but also field-tested solutions on
the technical, economic and systemic level that show the way out and to
become a

Fossil Free University. Who will be the first?

What universities can do now:

1. Become a Fossil Free Zone in Transition: Establish a clear, transformative
standard with binding targets.

2. Gradual implementation on campus: Create and register Fossil Free Zones
one by one. Every zone matters!

3. Collectively demand better conditions: Actively demand the necessary
investments in renewable energies, a functioning electricity labeling system,
and legal conditions that promote transformation.

Get registered & Join the Family

GOALS ACHIEVED? GOALS SET?

Register your
Fossil Free Zone

Register your
Fossil Free Zone in Transition
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https://fossilfreezones.org/#create
https://fossilfreezones.org/create
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https://fossilfreezones.org/create
https://fossilfreezones.org/create
https://fossilfreezones.org/create
https://fossilfreezones.org/create
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REACH OUT

We thank you for your interest and engagement.
A fossil-free world is possible and you can help to accelerate it.
Reach out - we look forward to hearing from you.

info@fossilfreezones.org | info@leave-it-in-the-ground.org

3 www.fossilfreezones.org | www.leave-it-in-the-ground.org

@ @fossilfreezones or @fossilfreezonesl -~  Linktree™*

Sponsors

The Fossil Free Zones for Universities project is proudly
supported by Deutsche Postcode Lotterie and Patagonia.
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