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"At least 20 per cent"





The members of the European Parliamment Mechtild Rothe, Werner Langen, Claude Turmes (2nd, 3rd, 4th from left) and Jorgo Chatzimarkakis believe good compromises have been achieved in the renewables directive but they are critical about other parts of the climate package. 

Four Members of European Parliament discuss the renewable energy directive and Europe’s climate and energy policy. There is much praise for what’s been achieved and a long to-do list.
Interviewed by Hanne May

new energy: After more than two years of discussion, the European Parliament reached an agreement on the climate action and renewable energy package in mid-December. Be honest, would you have thought such a decision possible, let’s say, 18 months ago?
Mechtild Rothe: Not necessarily. There were some notions within the Commission that would have jeopardised successful climate protection and renewable energy policy. With the outcome we have now those dangers eradicated completely. If the industry is saying we’ve achieved the best renewable energy legislation in the world, I can only agree.

Claude Turmes: On the whole, I see positives and negatives in the climate and energy package. The renewables directive is truly a success. It sets ambitious targets and creates a clear framework, giving the national support schemes legal certainty. That was a very central issue. But I’m more sceptical about the rest of the climate package. To protect the climate we have to save at least 30%, if not 35%, CO2 by 2020. The renewables directive will do its part toward that. But other parts of the climate package turned out too weak. That worries me a lot.

Rothe: My statement related only to the renewables directive!

Werner Langen: Now, the Commission’s proposal wasn’t as bad as it sounds here. There were a few points of contention – for instance, national targets, biofuels, interim targets and some other aspects. But I expected it to ultimately come out the way it did. As far as renewables are concerned, I was never pessimistic anyway. In the Parliament we were always able to act. The problem with the overall package was time pressure. Everything was supposed to be passed during France’s Council presidency. That made it hard for many colleagues to participate. A procedure like this, a so-called First Reading Agreement, won’t be possible in that form again.

 

ne: What was, in your opinion, Parliament’s role in the legislative process? Ms Rothe, you mentioned the Commission’s original proposal being problematic.
Rothe: Parliament certainly played a very key role. And – surely Claude Turmes as rapporteur for the renewable energy directive knows even better – it was important that the French Council presidency wanted to move ahead. But my impression is that the European Parliament was the real driver.

Turmes: Even the sheer fact that the Commission proposed a binding target of 20% for renewables goes back to our initiative. In 2004 and 2005 the Parliament was already recommending targets for renewably-sourced heating and cooling…

Langen: … and even earlier …

Turmes: … exactly. Mechtild Rothe’s report on that topic was an important step. When the document then made it to the Commission it was clear that it had two fundamental imbalances, one being calling into question the national support schemes with a Europe-wide, speculative trading system …

Langen: … it wasn’t speculative, you could call it virtual. It was the only market-based instrument in the package. We agreed about the need for flexibility. But it had to be toned down somewhat.

Turmes: Speculation arises like this: National support systems enable getting renewables into the market at an average price. If I introduce a different system, there’s a big danger of having marginal prices, like on the electricity market in general – that is a speculative element. So there was an imbalance there. The second imbalance was agrofuels being rated too positively. Environmental and social criteria in particular weren’t given enough consideration. We in the Parliament were able to create a broad alliance on these two points and then get the Commission and governments involved.

Langen: In Parliament important preliminary work on energy issues had been going on for years with various rapporteurs. Usually there was broad consensus. The Commission made its proposal and – contrary to public perception – subsequently has only a consultative role or has to change its proposal. The decisions are made by the Council and Parliament.

Jorgo Chatzimarkakis: … and in the meantime it’s more in alliance with the Council than with the Commission. It used to be a little different. Previously the Parliament always saw itself as a natural ally to the Commission.

Langen: Now there are too many liberal commissioners.

(Laughter)

 

ne: Looking at the renewable energy directive in the overall context of your work – the legislative period is almost over – how would you rank it? Is it one of many laws or does it stand out?
Rothe: Thinking back, I was rapporteur for the first directive on renewable energy, which applied only to electricity – at that time it already was exceptionally important. In this new approach the three sectors of electricity, heat and fuel are pulled together. With a directive like this we can secure and develop what we’ve already achieved – in climate protection, security of supply and job creation. It has huge potential. So for me it’s a stand-out directive and not just one among many.

Langen: Without blinking an eye I can say Claude Turmes did good work. For a year at least he was fully devoted to this thing. It was much higher than average effort. And yes, it is a crucial directive.

Chatzimarkakis: For me the historicalness has to do with the overall climate package, the renewable energy directive is one part of that. It was a godsend that Claude Turmes took on this complicated procedure. The European Parliament, the Union as a whole, is a big machinery – you have to know what levers to pull, like Claudes Turmes. He asserted himself on many points but without making the flexibility mechanisms, for example, too narrow – which are very important to the member states. So we felt we were in very good hands with him. It became a good compromise.

Turmes: You can’t really take stock until a few years from now, in 2015 or 2018. But I am hopeful that we are effectuating a fundamental and irreversible structural change with this legislation. If the targets are implemented like this it will be the biggest makeover of Europe’s energy policy so far.

 

ne: A lot of work is coming your way over the next few years. The Commission, the member states, must submit many status reports, on content progress …
Rothe: … which I find extremely important, especially the reports from the member states and the requirement to submit action plans containing clear measures. That gives us transparency about what’s really happening in the member states. If nothing or not enough is happening, the Commission can override the member states.

 

ne: What will the interaction between Commission, member states and Parliament look like concretely?
Turmes: The next step is to issue national action plans. That will be a very important, central topic…

Langen: …and also very controversial…

Turmes: …parallel to that at the European level we have to make more funds from the European investment bank available for renewables. We need better coordination of grid infrastructure improvements to tap wind power’s huge potential, especially in northern Europe. We’ll be able to manage that better if we organise it at European level.

Chatzimarkakis: The whole of it is a paradigm change. If a state doesn’t keep to its action plan there can be an infringement procedure and then there will be sanctions. The states have ceded some of their sovereignty in the sensitive area of energy. We all notice how people have gotten the feeling, given the gas dispute between Russia and Ukraine, that we have to cooperate much more closely at European level on energy. That’s why the national action plans are so key. Not every country will achieve 20%, for some it will be more, for others less. It also has to do with solidarity.

Langen: The issue of energy supply security will be the next big topic on the agenda. And in that context also the question about the future of nuclear energy. In four years we’ll be talking about that much differently than we do today, even though some don’t like hearing that!

 

ne: Back to the national action plans, don’t those countries impacted by the current gas crisis have to identify more urgently ways to reduce their fatal energy dependence by using renewables?
Turmes: All member states have to. The national action plans will be queried on the basis of a very detailed checklist of the European Commission. But you’re right about one thing: in many European countries renewable energy has become acceptable to the majority right across the political spectrum. We still have to partially lay those foundations in places like Poland, Romania and Bulgaria. The next six to ten months must be used to create alliances between renewables, environmental associations and policy in eastern European countries as we are familiar with them in some western European countries. That will be crucial.

Chatzimarkakis: And it will be difficult. One scientist told me that he’s hearing in Bulgaria these days ‘What use are renewables to us if people are freezing’. In some countries we’re a long way from the status of say Spain or Greece. It’ll take a few more years. But it won’t work if we prohibit switching on atomic power stations …

Langen: … especially because the energy mix falls under national decision-making authority.

 

ne: If a country can’t achieve its targets on its own, the flexibility mechanisms allow cooperation with other member states or non-EU countries. But how many countries will use those mechanisms?
Turmes: I reckon 80% to 85% of all renewables investment will be purely national. So I’d put the entire flexibility mechanisms on a scale of 15% - 20%. They will predominantly be large-scale projects – for offshore wind power there are already first joint efforts between countries like the United Kingdom and Norway. There will probably be big biomass projects in eastern European countries that are partially financed by western European countries …

Rothe: … and later solar thermal power stations in North Africa and the Mediterranean region.

Turmes: Exactly. Collaborations will mainly be limited to these three forms of large-scale projects.

Chatzimarkakis: Finally there is an opportunity to involve North Africa. We were talking about large-scale solar installations in the Sahara 20 years ago when I was still a student!

 

ne: But so far it is completely unclear how Saharan electricity production can be shaped legally or financially …
Langen: … well I have no worries about that. We’ll come up with something. There have long been Mediterranean programmes. We spend billions there on all sorts of infrastructure measures in the environment sector.

 

ne: But – if I’ve understood Mr Turmes correctly – we are talking about 15% - 20% of the amount of renewable energy produced in models like that.
Turmes: You have to be careful, just because we discussed these mechanisms for so long doesn’t mean the main focus is on them. It’s clearly on the national activities and support systems.

 

ne: You mentioned infrastructure. The Commission is discussing a five billion euro stimulus programme. When will it be decided and will some funds flow into the renewables sector?
Turmes: There are already relatively concrete plans about that. 500 million are to go toward quickening offshore wind energy development, further funds are to be spent on expanding electricity and gas networks. I personally believe that a good part of that fi ve billion should be put aside as a kind of risk guarantee for a more extensive credit line. Those loans could then be used for renewables. That’s how we did it with the Competition and Innovation programme for small and medium sized business. In this way we could achieve much more in the buildings segment, for heating networks and other renewables.

Langen: True. The only problem is that in some new member states, where investment is especially needed, there are no projects ready for investment. For example the Czech Republic called on hardly any of its 2007 – 2013 regional promotion funding.

 

ne: What about measures in the buildings segment. The directive contains only imprecise recommendations. How can they be made more concrete?
Rothe: The main thing is that the member states must earmark a certain proportion of renewables in the buildings sector by 2015. But it’s true, this requirement must be filled with content through flanking measures – for example with the Buildings directive. Without concretion the targets can’t be reached.

Langen: That’s all relatively easy to deal with in new buildings. For refurbishing the existing stock it’s a politically charged topic. We have to discuss it more on national level as well.

Chatzimarkakis: As the Parliament we don’t really have authority there, that lies more with the member states.

Turmes: I think that with the whole buildings issue we’ll have a paradigm shift. We need new organisational and financial concepts for dealing with existing buildings. It has to be a combination of farreaching efficiency measures and renewables because I’m convinced that our independence from gas in Europe is ultimately a dependency on buildings.

Langen: Not only for us! The US President’s energy advisor explained to us in Washington a year ago that the United States could meet its CO2 targets if all public buildings were to be insulated and equipped with state-of-the-art technology.

Chatzimarkakis: Yes, the potential is there. In Germany we have to do much more with the development bank, Kreditanstalt für Wiederaufbau, for instance.

 

ne: Let’s turn to another controversial issue: biofuels. The 10% target has stayed, but now the issue is open about which technology to use to achieve it, right?
Langen: It’s good that the 10% target has been kept.

Turmes: This is my personal opinion: bioenergy is central to energy supply but it ought to be used for combined heat and power generation, where it’s most efficient. For me it’s clear that we need a technological leap in the automotive industry toward electric vehicles So I’m glad we brought in this aspect. Another important supplement are the stringent environment and social demands. And the third, and I’m a little proud about this, is taking into account the indirect effects of biofuels. They’ll be put on the table in 2010/2011.

Chatzimarkakis: It was important to us that we find a technologically neutral regulation. We don’t want to dictate to the car companies what kind of biofuel they have to use.

Langen: In my view it was noteworthy how suddenly alliances were being formed in the debates which weren’t there before. One example was the petroleum industry association and Greenpeace pulling on the same side of the rope. That discussion was packed with lots of ideology and economic self-interest.

 

ne: One last question: the directive at hand is a fi rst step into Europe’s energy future. What must follow the 20% and when must we start talking about the next steps to take?
Rothe: Straight away!

Langen: There’s no limit to the parliamentarian mind on these issues. No, seriously, the state chairman of the Hamburg Greens recently said to me in a panel discussion broadcast on German radio that the target is 100% renewable energy. I find that illusory. We can’t completely dispense with conventional energy.

Chatzimarkakis: Of course we already have to think now about further reaching targets. I proposed that mobility should be completely CO2 neutral by 2050. This target must be set now to show industry where it’s headed and to set a realistic timeline.

Rothe: In the past we’ve always surpassed the targets set for renewable energies. We’ve made a decent law. Now if the member states implement it decently – which I expect they will – we’ll achieve more than 20% by 2020. But we always started early to speak about what comes next. The discussions about the time horizon up to 2050 are underway. In the renewables industry there is conviction that we can achieve 60% by then. Why should we be any more timid? At some point we’ll make it to 100%, dear Werner Langen.

Langen: But it has to stay affordable for your average citizen …

Rothe: …certainly. We’ve seen it for a long time, the more the technologies penetrate the market, the cheaper they become.

Turmes: In the end I made sure that the Council accepts a target of “at least 20 per cent”. There are two reasons why I am personally convinced that we will quickly surpass that. Firstly, this directive will make renewables a core technology of the energy industry; they’ll become mainstream and the costs will decrease. Secondly, the circumstances surrounding why we’re moving renewables forward will intensify. Climate change, petroleum scarcity, are escalating and we’re noticing that we’re too dependent on Russian natural gas. Those are all good reasons to quicken the pace. What’s still lacking is the link to the economy and stimulus programmes. They must be strongly associated with renewables and efficiency so that every euro strengthens the economy, protects the climate and improves Europe’s energy security.

 

The roundtable interview took place on 14 January in Strasbourg.

 

 

 

Werner Langen (MEP from Germany, CDU/CSU – Christian Democrats)
Studied economics and was a member of the Rhineland-Palatinate state parliament (Landtag) for nearly ten years, from 1990 to 1991 as the minister of agriculture for that German state. He has been a member of the European Parliament since 1994, currently also chairman of the Christian Democrats CDU/ CSU parliamentary group. Langen is a member of the Committee on Industry, Research and Energy (ITRE), was rapporteur on the strategy for biomass and biofuels in 2006 and so-called shadow rapporteur of the conservatives’ parliamentary group for the renewable energy directive in 2008. His main topics of focus include energy and economic policy.

 

Jorgo Chatzimarkakis (MEP from Germany, FDP – Liberals)
Holds a doctorate in political science and dual German-Greek citizenship, has been a member of the European Parliament since 2004. Chatzimarkakis is also Secretary-General of the FDP Saar and member of the federal executive of the FDP in Germany. He is a founding member of the German-Greek Industrial Association. In the European Parliament he is a member of the Committee on Industry, Research and Energy, Committee on Budgetary Control and other committees.

 

Mechtild Rothe (MEP from Germany, SPD – Social Democrats)
A teacher of German and chemistry, Rothe has been a member of the European Parliament since 1984. She has focussed on sustainable energy supply and climate protection for many years. Rothe was rapporteur for the first directive on electricity from renewable energy sources, later for the directive on energy efficiency and the parliamentary recommendations on heating and cooling from renewable energy sources. She is a member of the Committee on Industry, Research and Energy and other committees. Rothe has been Vice-President of the European Parliament since January 2007.

 

Claude Turmes (MEP from Luxembourg, Déi Gréng – Greens)
An athletics teacher, Turmes joined the European Parliament for Déi Gréng, Luxembourg’s Green Party, in 1999. He is the energy policy spokesman and has been Vice-Chairman of the Group of the Greens/European Free Alliance parliamentary group since 2002. Turmes is also a member of ITRE. He was co-rapporteur for the second directive on the liberalisation of the energy market and acted as sole rapporteur for the directive on the use of energy from renewable sources that was passed by the Council and Parliament in December 2008. Readers of the publication European Voice recently named Turmes “European MEP of the Year 2008”.

 

