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Germany’s Energy Transition – A Real Challenge! 
Lecture by Prof. Matthias Kleiner, President of the DFG, at the 
“IAC/SCJ International Conference on the Impact of the Nuclear Plant 
Accident”, Tokyo, 10th October 2012.   

 

Ladies and gentlemen, 

 

It is a great pleasure to be here today. Thank you very much 

for the invitation to join you, and to share my thoughts on the 

phasing out of nuclear energy and the “Energiewende” in 

Germany.  

 

Over the last year – at least – reports on Germany’s energy 

policy have appeared almost daily in the German press, to say 

nothing of the other news media. The term Energiewende itself 

refers to the transition in the production and supply of energy 

in Germany to a sustainable energy system based on renewable 

sources of energy and energy efficiency. As such, it touches all 

aspects of modern life.  
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To set the scene – so to speak – I would like to start with two 

observations: First: The Energiewende did not start in 2011 

with the German government’s decision to phase out nuclear 

power. It is a much bigger, all-encompassing project that began 

much earlier. The discussions regarding the generation and 

supply of energy in the future have been going on for many 

years. And they have – as you know – been accompanied by 

technological development in green energy that draws on 

research carried out both in university and non-university 

research centres. 

  

Second: I think that, for Germans at least, the current 

discussions sometimes fail to recognize that the Energiewende 

is not an exclusively German project. In spite of the fact that – 

for convenience – I am using the German term today, the 

energy question is one that affects the global community as a 

whole. That makes the discussions and sharing of innovative 

ideas at international conferences like this one particularly 

valuable.  
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The international relevance of the questions we are discussing 

today has particular resonance when travelling in Japan – I can 

assure you that the tragic events that occurred at the nuclear 

power plant in Fukushima in March 2011 are far from forgotten 

in Germany, where there is a great sense of solidarity with the 

Japanese people. As Japan too moves towards a permanent 

phasing out of nuclear power, I am confident that this solidarity 

and the good relations that exist between Germany and Japan 

will form a firm foundation for cooperation in the future. And – 

ladies and gentlemen – cooperation is going to be necessary if 

we are going to achieve the goals we have set ourselves.  We 

are going to need robust channels of communication as well as 

strong networks and clear coordination within our respective 

nations, but also across national boundaries.  

 

The need for well-established structures of coordination was 

one of the recommendations put forward by the so-called Ethics 

Commission for a Secure Energy Supply, of which I was co-

chairperson.  
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For those of you who – perhaps – did not have the chance to 

follow the decision-making process that led to the decision to 

phase out nuclear energy in Germany, a little background 

information: In March 2011, following the dreadful events in 

Fukushima, this Commission was charged by Chancellor Merkel 

with assessing the risks associated with nuclear power in 

Germany and weighing them up against the risks of phasing it 

out. As well as possible economic disadvantages for Germany, 

the latter included potential environmental damage associated 

with an increased reliance on fossil fuels, at least in the short to 

mid-term.  

 

The term ethics commission may seem strange; it is, however, 

a well-established format in German political discussions. An 

ethics commission is a body established to advise politicians on 

a particular policy issue. It therefore operates in a counseling 

capacity.  
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Through the discussions of its members and with invited 

guests, it provides an opportunity to draw on the experience 

and expertise of a wide-range of people in discussing the legal, 

ethical, as well as practical implications of different options in a 

given policy area. Furthermore, an ethics commission also 

functions as an independent source of information for the 

public, and thereby plays an important role in the democratic 

process accompanying major decision-making processes.  

 

It is important to note that the Ethics Commission for a Secure 

Energy Supply did not represent a single, homogenous 

viewpoint; indeed that would have defeated the object of the 

exercise, which was to bring different viewpoints together in 

order to make an informed decision on Germany’s energy 

future. The members represented a cross-section of German 

society, from politics and industry to academia and the 

churches. They brought with them different positions on a wide 

range of important issues, including risk assessment and 

Germany’s energy options.  
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I am proud to say, our discussions were conducted with great 

openness and mutual respect for different points of view. 

Following extensive discussion among the members of the 

Commission, and with invited experts from social economic and 

political life, as well as – of course – with researchers and 

academic experts, we were able to reach an agreement on a 

set of recommendations. These were delivered to the German 

government at the end of May 2011.   

 

To summarize these recommendations: It was the opinion of 

the Ethics Commission that Germany is in a position to phase 

out nuclear power over a ten year-period.  The report provided 

an informed knowledge base on which the political decision to 

end nuclear power was made. It highlighted the nature of the 

task we were taking upon ourselves as one that requires the 

harnessing of all the assets in our society. A truly communal 

endeavor, this means that the entire population must be 

involved.  
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In addressing the options for Germany’s energy supply in the 

future, the report also highlighted the importance of an energy 

mix, in which renewable energy sources should be developed 

parallel to the utilization of fossil-fuels in the production of 

energy in the mid-term. The latter – I would like to emphasize 

here – will also draw on the newest technologies to ensure 

minimum carbon emissions and maximum efficiency in the 

generation of electricity and heat. Furthermore, the Ethics 

Commission promoted large-scale support for energy efficient 

urban developments, both in new constructions and in the 

renovation of older buildings. Infrastructure and energy 

reserves are also going to play a greater role in the future than 

ever before.  

 

Through the application of stringent policies on energy 

efficiency and the development of sustainable resources, the 

Ethics Commission agreed that the danger of increased damage 

to the environment as a result of the phasing out of nuclear 

power is limited.  
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This is further supported by that fact that Germany’s carbon 

emission targets, as set down within existing frameworks 

established by the European Union, remain unaffected by this 

decision. At the same time, the risks posed by nuclear power – 

risks that were all too clearly demonstrated by the catastrophe 

in Fukushima in Japan – will be reduced to zero in Germany’s 

energy production system. 

 

In the light of the public nature of the process, the decision to 

phase out nuclear power in Germany reflects the values of 

society at large. Criteria such as sustainability, economic 

efficiency and social balance provided orientation. In addition, 

public awareness of the risks of nuclear power has been 

heightened in the wake of the Fukushima disaster. Thus, while 

the nature of the risk itself has not changed, Germans have 

grown more sensitive to the potential destruction that a nuclear 

accident can cause.  

 

The catastrophe in Fukushima demonstrated the need for a re-

evaluation of our concepts of safety, risk and danger.  
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The technical definition of risk – weighing the scale of an 

incident with the probability it might occur – was deemed by 

the Ethics Commission to be unsuitable for the assessment of 

nuclear energy. Even the best research cannot provide 

guarantees: the nature of risk is rarely tangible, and we can 

only assess it by relying on past experiences and calculations 

based on probability. Thus, the most sensible option was 

deemed to be the complete removal of the nuclear risk from 

German soil.   

 

Other countries – including several of Germany’s European 

neighbours – are following a different route in their efforts to 

achieve a sustainable and secure energy supply. In some cases 

this includes the expansion of nuclear energy. But in these 

countries too, there has been considerable interest in the 

developments in Germany. And of course, one of the questions 

that interest observers is whether we will be able to draw an 

advantage economically from the Energiewende through the 

development of new, green technologies and infrastructures.  
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As you know, Germany has already made considerable progress 

in this area. And, as a number of the experts called on by the 

Ethics Commission emphasized, the potential for the further 

commercial development of innovative technologies here is 

considerable.  

 

As I have suggested, the Energiewende is a political challenge, 

and it is – of course – a technological challenge. But, it also 

involves getting as much as we possibly can out of the research 

undertaken in our universities and research centres. The 

example of Germany’s approach to the formation of energy 

policy shows that a multi-disciplinary approach is necessary 

when seeking scientific answers. Different disciplines offer 

different approaches to the various risks they deal with. 

Interdisciplinary dialogue can, therefore, create a range of 

options.  
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Ladies and gentlemen, you don’t need me to tell you that 

academic research across the entire range of disciplines has a 

central role to play in the process of knowledge production; you 

know yourselves how wide-ranging the research in this area is. 

Overall – I am pleased to say – the picture in Germany looks 

very positive. The requirements not only to develop and expand 

renewable energy sources, but also to improve energy 

efficiency and our ability to store energy more effectively have 

inspired projects in many of our universities and research 

institutes. As President of the DFG, I am also pleased to note 

that we too are supporting energy research across the range of 

DFG-funding programs.  

  

This raises a further question that is going to be important if we 

are going to harness the outcomes of fundamental research 

successfully for the Energiewende, namely the issue of 

knowledge transfer.  
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This involves cooperation between those who create new 

possibilities through the generation of knowledge and advances 

in technology, and those who will make the possibilities reality 

in the world, for example politicians, as well – of course – as 

the energy firms themselves, to name just two. Here the DFG 

has been particularly active, offering a program dedicated 

especially at supporting the application of knowledge gained 

through fundamental research.  

 

For the DFG, the articulation of a new understanding of 

knowledge transfer has been important. This moves away from 

the previously widespread view of a one-way transfer of 

research outcomes to industrial application and towards a view 

of transfer as a two-way process between fundamental 

research and application, in which each takes impulses from the 

other. In the context of the Energiewende, this involves 

ensuring that there is a lively dialogue between researchers and 

the representatives of industry and commerce, to say nothing 

of those who speak for the needs of society as a whole.  
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And it requires the involvement of the entire population. The 

application of green technologies to improve energy efficiency 

is also the responsibility of individual citizens. In changing the 

way individuals use energy, we therefore need to create social 

frameworks that enable greater efficiency – for example 

through urban design that places an emphasis on an 

environmentally friendly lifestyle and the promotion of 

sustainable infrastructures in the organization of our towns and 

cities.  

 

The Energiewende in Germany is an ongoing project that 

demands ongoing engagement. The decision to phase out 

nuclear power made last year is only the first of many decisions 

we will confront in the months and years to come. As a result, 

the discussions conducted by the Ethics Commission can be 

viewed as the start of a long conversation in the public sphere 

that will continue as we implement the ambitious plans that 

have been agreed.  

 



14 
 

The challenge remains significant and we still have big 

questions to solve if we are going to ensure an efficient, 

affordable and reliable energy supply in Germany for future 

generations. In the coming years, it is going to be important 

that we remain firm in our decision to phase out nuclear power, 

and work together to ensure that we exploit to the full all the 

advantages we have at our disposal, both technological and in 

society at large.    

 

With the Japanese decision to phase out nuclear power, 

Germany and Japan share a common goal. I therefore wish the 

Japanese people the greatest success in their Energiewende; I 

am confident that it will ensure a healthy and prosperous future 

for the Japanese nation, and that it will serve as an example to 

other countries and their governments in their deliberations 

over the future supply of energy.   

  

Thank you very much for your attention.      


