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How are electronic invoices in XRechnung standard prepared and submitted using the 
German Federal Central Invoice Submission Portal (ZRE)? 

Background / Basics 

As part of the digital transformation of the public administration, the German government has set up a standard 

electronic route for submitting invoices to the direct federal administration: the Federal Central Invoice 

Submission Portal (ZRE) (German name: Zentrale Rechnungseingangsplattform (ZRE) des Bundes)1. 

You can use the ZRE to create electronic invoices and send them to recipients in the direct federal administration. 

During the process, electronic invoices are automatically checked to ensure that they are formally correct and 

complete. Details of requirements and accepted formats for electronic invoices can be found in the ZRE terms of 

use. The terms of use can be accessed via the ZRE web interface. 

The invoices you create are forwarded to the customer by means of a buyer reference (“Leitweg-ID”), which the 

customer should have provided you with. Please ask your customer for a buyer reference if they have not yet 

provided you with one. 

You can submit electronic invoices via the ZRE using the following transmission methods: 

• web submission 

• upload 

• e-mail (production environment: xrechnung@portal.bund.de; test environment: 

ref.erechnung@portal.bund.de and ref.xrechnung@portal.bund.de) 

In future, it will be possible to submit electronic invoices using two additional transmission methods: 

• De-Mail 

• Peppol 

Please note that no matter which transmission method you use, you will have to create a ZRE account. 

About this guide 

The purpose of this operating guide is to familiarize suppliers and service providers with the ZRE web interface. 

The various steps involved in preparing an electronic invoice are explained using screenshots of the English 

language version of the ZRE interface.  

The ZRE test environment can be accessed here: ref.xrechnung.bund.de. You can use it to test or practise general 

functions (such as creating invoices or administering user accounts). This is the environment on which this 

operating guide is based. 

The test environment and the production environment are different systems. As an invoice sender you must 

create a separate account for each environment. Since the test environment is used for testing and development 

purposes, it may differ from the production environment. Under no circumstances should you use the 

production environment for test or practice purposes. The data displayed in this operating guide are fictitious 

and are included only as examples. 

 

 

1 The comprehensive organizational strategy behind the transmission of electronic invoices via the ZRE can be found here: https://www.verwaltung-
innovativ.de/SharedDocs/Publikationen/Organisation/e_rechnung_Architekturkonzept.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=4.   
 

mailto:xrechnung@portal.bund.de
mailto:ref.erechnung@portal.bund.de
mailto:ref.xrechnung@portal.bund.de
https://ref.xrechnung.bund.de/ref/authenticate.do
https://www.verwaltung-innovativ.de/SharedDocs/Publikationen/Organisation/e_rechnung_Architekturkonzept.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=4
https://www.verwaltung-innovativ.de/SharedDocs/Publikationen/Organisation/e_rechnung_Architekturkonzept.pdf?__blob=publicationFile&v=4
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Important note 

Please note that the screenshots on pages 7, 9, 12 and 31 of this document have not yet been translated 

into English, but will be translated in future. 

Please note that during the registration process, the registration portal could switch to the German version, 

even if the language has been changed to English in the ZRE settings. This might be solved by changing the 

settings of your internet browser to English. This problem is currently being worked on and will be resolved 

as soon as possible.  
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1 Registration 

As an invoice sender you can access the ZRE web interface at ref.xrechnung.bund.de (test environment), which 

will take you straight to the login page. Here you can either sign in with your username and password or create 

a new user account. 

 

 

The support hotline provides 

first-level support and helps you 

to resolve issues.  

The site notice provides contact 

in formation for the ZRE. 

The red bar at the top of the page with the 

word REFERENZ shows that you are in the 

test environment. This bar is displayed on 

every page of the ZRE test environment. 

To start the registration 

process, click on create new 

user account. 

https://ref.xrechnung.bund.de/ref/authenticate.do
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Clicking on create new user account will take you to the registration page, where you can create an account. 

 

  

To register successfully 

you will need to 

complete all the 

required fields marked 

with an asterisk. 

Please note that 

a secure 

password must 

contain at least 

eight characters, 

one capital 

letter, one lower-

case letter, one 

number and one 

special character. 

You will also need to accept the 

terms of use and privacy policy. 
Having filled out the form, click on 

register now to complete the 

process. 

Please note that 

your e-mail 

address may not 

contain any 

umlauts (as in the 

German letters ä, 

ö and ü). 
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Having registered successfully, an activation link will be sent to the e-mail address you provided. Please click on 

the link to activate your user account. 

 

Clicking on the link will take you to the screen shown below, which indicates that your ZRE user account has 

been activated and you can sign in. 

  

Click here to return to the login 

page and sign into your newly 

created account.  

ZRE user account – Activation 

Success! 

You have successfully 

activated your account. 

Sign in 
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2 Login 

As an invoice sender, if you are already registered, you can access the ZRE web interface at 

ref.xrechnung.bund.de (test environment) and sign into your account. 

  

If you have forgotten your 

password, click here. 

https://ref.xrechnung.bund.de/ref/authenticate.do
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To receive an e-mail link to reset your password, you will need to enter your username. 

 

Once you have received the e-mail link, click on it. This will take you to the following screen, where you can 

enter a new password of your choice.  

 

 

Enter the new password once again in the field re-enter password. If the two passwords match, you will be taken 

to a page telling you that the password has been changed successfully. From there you can return to the login 

page.  

Cancel 

Change password 

Password 

Re-enter password 

User account - Change password 

Please enter your new password and 

click on “change password”. 

 

The password must consist of at least 

eight characters, including one capital 

letter, one lower case letter, one 

number and one special character. 
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2.1 Account overview 

Once you have logged in, you must select a user account with which to use the ZRE. Select an account type 

from the left-hand side of the screen (natural person or company). This will take you to the dashboard. Your 

choice of account does not affect the functions available to you. From the dashboard you will be able to access 

all four main functions of the ZRE. For detailed information on the different functions see section 4 onwards. 

 

 

  

Here you can choose between 

your different user accounts. You 

can submit an invoice as a 

natural person or as a company.  

In the navigation bar you can

change the language settings

(German or English). 

 

 

The functions available on 

the user management 

dashboard are explained in 

section 3: “User 

management”. 

Note: Multiple users can submit or create invoices using the 

same company account. For individuals to use the company 

account, an account administrator (of which there may be one 

or several) must add the individuals’ natural person accounts to 

the company account (see section 3: “User management”). 
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2.2 Account registration 

If you are using the ZRE for the first time, your account must be enabled to create invoices. For this, an additional 

registration process is required. On your first attempt to enter the menu for creating invoices, you will be taken 

to the following page. 

 

Once you have entered your e-mail address and accepted the terms of use, you will receive another activation 

link. 
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As soon as you have clicked on the activation link, your registration is complete, and you can begin creating 

invoices. 

 

 

 

Dashboard Success! 

Activation of your ZRE account is now complete. 

Federal Central Invoice Submission Portal 

 

Your registration with the Federal Central Invoice 

Submission Portal 
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3 User management 

You can manage your ZRE user account via the user management dashboard. To do this, click on “Start user 

management”. 

 

  

From the user management 

dashboard, you can manage 

your user profile or add new 

accounts with which to 

create invoices. 
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On the user management page of your account you have a number of options to choose from. Apart from 

managing your own user profile, you can create and manage a company account and add users. Select one of 

the options. 

 

  

Click here to return to the user 

management dashboard 
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4 Creating invoices 

Once you have selected an account on the user management dashboard, you will arrive at the ZRE dashboard, 

where you can choose between various options for creating invoices. 

 

 

  

Click here to create 

a new electronic 

invoice manually.  

Click here to upload an 

electronic invoice you 

have created yourself in 

XRechnung standard. 

Click here for information on the 

status of electronic invoices you 

have already submitted. 

Click here to resume work on 

any unfinished invoices. 
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General notes on creating electronic invoices manually 

Various functions are available to you when creating a new electronic invoice. These are explained in the 

screenshot below. Items marked with an asterisk (*) are required and must be filled out to complete the invoice.  

  

If you want to save a draft of 

your unfinished invoice, click on 

download invoice draft to 

download it as a file. To 

continue working on the invoice 

you must upload the 

downloaded file using the 

option continue entering 

invoice (see section 6). 

Note: You can also create 

templates using this method. 

Clicking here will cancel the 

process of creating an invoice. 

All the information you entered 

will be deleted and you will 

return to the dashboard. 

If you click on discard invoice, the 

information you entered will be 

deleted and you can begin 

entering information for a new 

invoice. 

At any time, you can use the drop-down 

menu next to your username to access 

your ZRE user profile, change to another 

account, or log out of the ZRE. 
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The invoice creation process 

The process of creating an electronic invoice using the ZRE can be divided into nine steps. You can save the 

invoice at any step during the process and upload it again later to continue working on it. 
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4.1 Entering invoice data (1/9) 

In the screen entitled invoice data you can enter basic key data for your invoice. 

  

Your customer will provide you 

with a buyer reference (“Leitweg-

ID”). This allows the recipient to 

be accurately identified in the 

electronic transmission process. If 

you do not know your customer’s 

“Leitweg-ID”, you can search for it 

by clicking on determine buyer 

reference. 

Select one of the 

specified types of 

invoice here 

Detailed descriptions are 
available for almost all of 
the fields.  
 
These can be viewed by 
clicking on the question 
mark symbol next to the 
relevant field. 
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You can find out the buyer reference (“Leitweg-ID”) of the invoice recipient by entering their name/reference 

or budget manager number. 

 

 

  

The use of asterisks as wildcards as follows will usually help you in your search: 

 

*xxx (search results must end with the characters after the asterisk) 

xxx* (search results must begin with the characters before the asterisk) 

*xxx* (search results must contain the characters between the two asterisks) 
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Once you have entered the recipient’s buyer reference (“Leitweg-ID”), you can continue to enter more invoice 

data. 

  

Click on invoice references to enter 

specific information such as project 

number, contract number, sales order 

number, tender number, or object 

identifier. 

To proceed to the next 

screen, click next. 

If you have received an 

invoice number from 

your customer, enter it 

here. 

If you rendered a service 
within a certain period of 
time, you can specify that 
period here. 

You can add information on cash 
discounts or payment delays by 
clicking on the plus signs here. 
Information about the 
discount/delay deadlines (number 
of days and percentage) is required. 
The basic amount on which the 
discount or delay is based can be 
entered at will (your choice is not 
restricted). You can enter various 
details about discounts and delays. 

You can enter additional payment 
conditions here. 
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4.2 Information about the invoice sender (2/9) 

In the screen entitled seller you can enter your identity, postal address and contact details.    

 

You must enter 

either your VAT 

ID or tax 

number to 

proceed to the 

next screen. 

Seller refers to you, the 

supplier or service provider. 

Please enter the street name and house 

number of your company in the 

relevant field, as well as the post code 

and city/place name. It is not sufficient 

to enter a post-office box number.  

If your trade name is 

different from your company 

name, you can enter your 

trade name here. 

If your customer has 

provided you with a 

vendor number, you 

can enter it here. 

If the payee’s name is different from the 

company name, you can enter the relevant 

name here. 

To return to the previous 

screen, click previous. 

Here you can enter information such as 

the name of the chairperson of the 

board or the names of supervisory 

board members. 

Check this box to display the 

fields in which to enter the 

information. 
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If while creating your invoice a validation error is identified (e.g. a required field has not been filled out), you will 

be notified of this as soon as you attempt to leave the current step in the process (i.e. the current screen). 

 

  

A notification appears if you 

have forgotten to fill in a 

required field, or if some 

information you have entered 

does not conform to 

requirements. 

If you want to make the 

correction at a later time, click 

later to continue the process 

without correcting the error. 

You will be reminded of these 

errors at the end of the invoice 

creation process. 
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4.3 Information about the invoice recipient (3/9) 

In the screen entitled buyer you can enter details about your customer. 

  

The term buyer 

here refers to 

your customer. 

Please enter the full 

name of your 

customer here. 

If your customer has a trade 

name that is different from 

their own name, you can enter 

their trade name here. 

 

Please enter the street name and 

house number of your customer in 

the relevant field, as well as the 

post code and city/place name. It 

is not sufficient to enter a post-

office box number. 

Enter the buyer contact details here. Please also 

provide the name of a contact person. 

If the recipient of the service or the place of 

delivery are different from those you entered 

previously for your customer, you can enter this 

information by checking the box marked delivery 

information. The relevant fields will then appear. 

Click here to 
display the fields in 
which to enter the 
buyer contact 
details. 
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4.4 Invoice lines (4/9) 

In the screen entitled invoice lines you can add specific line items to your invoice. 

  

Enter the correct 

item number here. 

Open this field to add 

additional data for the item 

in question. 

You can enter the VAT rate 

for the product or service 

here. 

You can add allowances and charges for 
each item by clicking on the plus signs. You 
will be required to give a reason for the 
allowance or charge and to enter the (net) 
amount. Various kinds of allowances and 
charges can be entered. 

You can add further lines 

to your invoice here if 

required. 
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4.5 Invoice amounts (5/9) 

In the screen entitled document totals, the amounts from each invoice line item (entered in the previous screen) 

are added together. The total amounts are displayed and summarized according to their VAT rate. You can also 

add allowances and charges to the invoice as a whole. 

  

Here you have the option to enter allowances 

and charges at invoice level. If you open these 

fields, you will be required to enter the net 

amount of the allowance or charge, the VAT 

and the reason for the allowance or charge. 

 

In this section the 

totals of all the 

invoice amounts 

are automatically 

displayed as a 

summary. 

This field shows 

the total amount of 

VAT payable in this 

VAT category. 

In this field you can enter 

the reason for exemption 

from VAT tax. 

This field shows 

the total taxable 

invoice amount 

in this VAT 

category. 
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4.6 Bank transfer details (6/9) 

In the screen entitled payment instructions you can enter the bank transfer information required for your 

customer to send you the payment. 

 

  

Reference information 
(e.g. invoice number) can 
be entered in this field 
(remittance reference) so 
that your invoice is 
correctly identified. 

If you have arranged a direct debit 

with the invoice recipient, select 

that option here. Otherwise select 

credit transfer (i.e. bank transfer). 

If necessary, please enter your 
Bank Identifier Code (BIC) so 
that your bank can be 
properly identified. Please enter your 

International Bank 
Account Number 
(IBAN) so that your 
account can be 
properly identified. 
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4.7 Attaching additional documents (7/9) 

In the screen entitled additional documents you can attach up to 200 files to support your invoice. The files 

should not exceed 11 MB in total. 

  

Here you can add 

references such 

as links. 

To upload additional documents, drag and 

drop the desired file into this area or 

navigate to the file by clicking in this area. 

If you wish to remove a 

document you have already 

uploaded, you can do so by 

clicking remove. 
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4.8 Completing the invoice (8/9) 

Almost done! The screen entitled completion allows you to check the information you have entered.

 

The ZRE can help check that your 

information is correct and 

complete. All you have to do is 

click on validate invoice. 
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The checking or validation of your data is done in two steps. 

Step one checks that your invoice is formally correct and complete. 

 

Click on the sections that display red 

notifications to correct any errors. The 

number shown in each notification indicates 

how many errors there are in a given section.  
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Step two is a schema and schematron validation of your invoice. This involves checking whether all the data is 

correct and complete in terms of XRechnung standard. 

 

  

If errors are detected 

by the validation check, 

information about the 

errors will be shown 

here. 

Click here to see the 

results of the check.  
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Clicking on the button show results of validation check will open a report specifying the errors detected. 

  

All report results marked 

“error” must be fixed 

before you can submit 

your invoice. For help 

with fixing errors, please 

contact the support 

hotline (see contact 

information on page 1). 

Conformity check: The checked 

document contains 3 errors / 0 

warnings. It does not conform 

to formal requirements. 

This error report was created 

using the KoSIT validation tool 

Assessment: You are 

advised to reject the 

document 

Validation step       Error        Warning  Information 

Summary of validation 

results: 

Re ference: 

Time of validation: 
 

Detected document: 

De tected seller: 

Detected invoice number: 

Detected invoice date: 

Error Report 

Information about the checked document 
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After you have made the corrections, run another check on the invoice. 

 

  

Once your invoice has 

been corrected, it is valid 

and ready for submission.  

To confirm that your invoice is 

correct, click on submit invoice. 
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4.9 Confirming the invoice (9/9) 

Before you see the screen confirming that your invoice was submitted successfully (see below), a message will 

appear informing you of your obligation to store a copy of the invoice for your records.  

 

The invoice creation process is now complete. The invoice has been successfully submitted.  

The submission 

number of your 

invoice is shown 

here. 

Having successfully created an invoice, you 

must save a copy of it for your own records. 

To do this, click on download invoice. 

If you wish to create a new 

invoice or create another invoice 

with similar data, click on the 

corresponding button. 
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5 Creating an invoice template / downloading a draft invoice 

The ZRE allows you to save your invoice data locally in the file format “.er” for later use. This means you can save 

invoices which are not yet finished, upload them again later to the ZRE, and continue the process from where 

you left off. You can also use these .er files as templates for (test) invoices. The advantage of this is that after 

uploading an .er file (see section 6, “Continuing to edit an invoice you started earlier”) you can edit all the data 

and create a new invoice in just a few steps. 

To save a draft of your invoice, click on download invoice draft. 

  

Once you have confirmed your 

choice by clicking download 

invoice draft, an “.er” file will be 

saved to your default folder. 

If you check the option 

download invoice draft 

including additional 

documents, any 

attachments you have 

added will also be saved in 

the download file. 

The button: download 

invoice draft 
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6 Continuing to edit an invoice you started earlier 

To continue working on an invoice, or to upload an invoice template, return to the dashboard. 

  

Select the option continue 

entering an invoice to 

upload a draft invoice. 
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Selecting continue entering an invoice will take you to the upload screen shown below. Here you can upload the 

file you saved earlier. 

  

Click in this area to 

select the desired file 

or drag and drop the 

file into this area. 

By clicking cancel you will return 

to the dashboard 

Remember that the file to be 

uploaded must have the suffix “.er”. 
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Having selected the desired file, you can upload it. 

 

The data from the uploaded invoice can then be accessed via the relevant pages in the ZRE, allowing you to 

continue creating your invoice from where you left off last time (see section 4.1 onwards).  

If you select the wrong file, you 

can remove it by clicking 

remove invoice file. 

Once you have selected the correct file, you can 

upload it by clicking upload invoice file. You will 

then have access to the invoice you saved earlier, 

with the same data you already entered. 
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7 Uploading invoice files 

To upload your own externally created invoices, go back to the dashboard and select the option upload invoice 

file. 

 

  

Click here to upload your own 

externally created invoice. 
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Click on the outlined area to select a 

file from your computer or drag and 

drop the file into the outlined area. 

Before you submit the uploaded 

invoice, you have the option to 

run a schema and schematron 

validation of your invoice. To do 

this, click on validate invoice. An 

example of a report showing the 

results of a validation check can 

be seen on page 29, in the section 

on completing an invoice. 

If you select the wrong file, 

you can remove it by clicking 

remove invoice file. 
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8 Viewing invoice status 

To check the status of invoices you have sent, go back to the dashboard and select the option view status of your 

submitted invoices. 

  

Click here to view the status 

of invoices you have sent. 
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The invoice status pages list all the invoices you have sent, and show their current status. 

  

The column marked IC (input 

channel) shows which 

transmission method was 

used for each invoice. 

Click on the magnifying 

glass to see details of 

checks carried out at 

particular stages in the 

invoice creation process. 

This symbol means that your 

invoice has been rejected. 

This symbol means that your 

invoice has been collected. 

This symbol means that your 

invoice is awaiting collection. 
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Clicking on the magnifying glass will take you to the page shown below. Here you can see the results of checks 

carried out at particular stages in the invoice creation process. 

  

To view the report for the 

schematron validation, 

click on show results (see 

p. 29). 
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9 ZRE user profile 

In your ZRE user profile you can change your e-mail address, the transmission method or the language of the 

web interface. Here you also have the option to delete your ZRE account. 

  

At any time you can use the drop-down menu next to your 

username to access your ZRE user profile. The drop-down 

menu is accessible on every page of the ZRE. 



 

Operating guide for the web interface of the Federal Central Invoice Submission Portal (ZRE) 
 44 
 

 

In the language settings you can choose between German and English. To save your changes, click on save profile. 

  

Here you will see the e-mail 

address currently associated 

with your account. You can 

edit this at any time. 

You can enter your 

Peppol-ID here, if you 

intend to use Peppol as 

a transmission method. 

To use e-mail or De-Mail as 

a transmission method, 

you will need to enter here 

the e-mail or De-Mail 

address from which you 

want to send your invoices. 

Here you can delete your ZRE 

account. If you click here, a 

pop-up window will appear in 

which you will need to 

confirm the deletion. 
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10 Transmission via e-mail 

The ZRE allows you to submit invoices by e-mail. To use e-mail as a transmission method you will need to enable 

this option in your user profile. 

 

To send an electronic invoice by e-mail, attach the invoice as a file in XML format and send your e-mail to 

ref.erechnung@portal.bund.de or ref.xrechnung@portal.bund.de in the  test environment, or to 

xrechnung@portal.bund.de in the production environment. 

Please note: 

1. You must send the invoice from the e-mail address you entered in your user profile. 

2. You may attach only one XML file, otherwise your e-mail will be ignored. 

3. The XML file must be in a format recognized by the ZRE. For details of currently valid file formats, see 

the ZRE terms of use, which can be accessed via the link on the portal’s web interface. 

4. You can check the viewing invoice status pages to see whether an invoice you have submitted has been 

delivered. 

To submit invoices 

by e-mail, activate 

the radio button 

web submission 

and e-mail. 

Be sure to enter here 

the e-mail address 

from which you want 

to send your invoices. 

Finally, save the changes 

to your user profile. 

mailto:ref.erechnung@portal.bund.de
mailto:ref.xrechnung@portal.bund.de
mailto:xrechnung@portal.bund.de
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