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Almost every aspect of our daily
lives depends on energy. Energy
keeps us warm, fuels our cars
and keeps our factories running.
Problems in the energy supply
or fluctuations in the price of
fuel can have immense reper-
cussions for the economy. This
was made painfully clear by the
spectacular price increases that
occurred in the 1970s, pushing
the West into recession.

Energy consumption, be it large
or small in scale, is linked just as
closely to fluctuations in the
earth’s ecological balance. Ener-
gy production is almost univer-
sally harmful to the environment,
from extraction, transport and
refining through to consumption.
The risks can, however, be limi-
ted to some extent by the type of
energy we choose (hydropower
is a case in point).

Europe’s economy has grown
immensely since the early

1950s. We enjoy a standard of
living previously undreamed of.
This manifests itself in both in-
dustry and everyday life in the
form of unbridled consumption
- an inexorable rise in the num-
ber of cars, computers, washing
machines and kilometres trav-
elled. Europe’s total gross in-
land consumption (not including
the USSR) grew 74% between
1971 and 1990, from 770 to
1340 Mtoe. Although our ma-
chines have become more en-
ergy-efficient, higher consump-
tion has combined with an
increase in the number of
households to produce a gradu-
al but steady rise in demand for
energy - roughly 0.6% a year
between 1974 and 1992.

CO2 in the dock
To put it bluntly, the rate at
which demand for energy is

growing is incompatible with
the long-term survival of our
planet. The hole in the ozone
layer and acid rain are merely
the most spectacular conse-
quences of our voracious con-
sumption of energy. CO2 is the
biggest villain. Massive quanti-
ties of the gas are pumped into
the atmosphere by factory
chimneys and car exhausts,
making it one of the European
Union’s most pressing concerns.

None of the measures taken so
far has genuinely tackled the
root of the problem. The price
of oil has slipped back to an af-
fordable level, sapping the will
of domestic and industrial con-
sumers to reduce their energy
requirements. Nor have they
shown much interest in alterna-
tive or renewable energies.

Spectacular jump
Demand for electricity grew by
2.7% a year in the period 
1974-1992. In response, the
generators increased capacity
by 42% between 1980 and
1992. The increase was spread
across the different energy
sources, but most of the slack
was taken up by nuclear power,
which now supplies 35% of all
our electricity, almost matching

the share accounted
for by solid fuels.
Hydropower, which
is known for its non-
polluting character,
makes up barely
9% of total produc-
tion. As for the risks
associated with
atomic energy, nu-
clear power stations
have little impact on
the environment
when operating
normally, but the is-
sue of nuclear waste
and its storage re-
mains a key concern
in today’s Europe.

nergy may be vital to our economic develop-
ment, but it is also a gigantic source of environ-
mental pollution. How can we reduce demand
for energy at a time when oil prices are so low
and our desire for comfort so high?E

Facts and Trends

A serious case of bulimia

Energy yes, but which kind?
(Iron and steel industry –
Belgium)

ENERGY



34

Greater cohesion
Europe decided at a very
early stage to devote a
considerable amount of
money to improving the
way it manages its energy
consumption. The problem
then arose of how to per-
suade the governments,
manufacturers, producers,
distributors and con-
sumers in its Member
States that they ought to
coordinate their efforts
more effectively.

Europe was equally quick to in-
corporate environmental con-
cerns in its energy policy after
the First Oil Crisis. Its motiva-
tion was simple: greater ener-
gy efficiency would simultane-
ously reduce environmental
pollution and Europe’s depen-
dence on the oil-producing
countries.

Although early measures to
combat air pollution and acid
rain failed to reduce total ener-
gy consumption in the EU, they
at least managed to slow down
the rate at which demand
(gross inland consumption per
unit of GDP) was increasing.

In more recent years, the EU
has launched a series of com-
mon energy programmes to
help meet the challenge of
bringing CO2 emissions back to
their 1990 level by the year
2000. But these measures alone
were still clearly not enough.
The EU’s next move was to
create a set of new economic
and fiscal weapons, which were
brought to bear first of all on cli-
mate change. The most ambi-
tious of the new instruments
would be CO2 energy tax.
What’s more, a great deal of the
increase in energy consumption
is attributable to countries out-
side the EU. To address this
problem, large-scale economic
stimulation packages have been
targeted at the nations of Cen-
tral and Eastern Europe and the
newly independent states of the
former USSR.

Partnership 
with energy suppliers

The EU has also introduced
economic incentives to help
transform gas and electricity
distributors into service

providers with a vested interest
in improving energy efficiency.
In a similar kind of partnership,
the Commission has brokered a
voluntary agreement between
domestic appliance manufac-
turers.

What about renewable 
energies?

The pattern of energy produc-
tion has changed over the past
ten years. The share accounted
for by solid fuels has declined,
while that of natural gas and nu-
clear power has increased. The
target for 2010 is merely to ex-
ceed a market share of 7.5%
for renewable energies, com-
pared to 5% in 1995. Despite
vigorous promotion in the
shape of a series of common
energy programmes, renew-
able energies are developing
slowly because of the higher
costs, operating constraints (re-
newable solutions are extreme-
ly localised or require a great
deal of space) and difficulties in
getting beyond the trial stage.
95% of this type of energy
comes from biomass and hy-
dropower. Other solutions pro-
moted by Member States in-

Europe in action

Energy consumption by sector 1970-90.

Market share of energy types.
Source : Eurostat.
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clude biocombustibles (in
France and Finland), solar ener-
gy (Italy and the Netherlands),
forestry waste (Denmark) and
wind-farms (Greece and the
Netherlands).

EU programmes
The JOULE Thermie pro-
gramme, launched in 1990,
promoted new, non-polluting
and efficient techniques for ra-
tional energy use, renewable
energies, solid fuels and hydro-
carbons. It was transformed in
1995 into a new programme for
non-nuclear energy, designed
to help reduce the adverse en-
vironmental impact of exces-
sive energy consumption and to
ensure sustainable energy
sources at an affordable price.

SAVE I was launched in 1991
with the related goal of reduc-
ing CO2 emissions. The aim of
SAVE is also to improve energy
management by actions at local
and regional level and to devel-
op new instruments capable of
promoting improved energy ef-
ficiency.

ALTENER set out in 1993 to
achieve the same goals via a dif-
ferent route - promoting re-
newable energies.

It was only in 1995 that com-
petitiveness and security of sup-
ply were added to the environ-
mental aspect as key strands of
the EU’s common energy poli-
cy. The priority is now to en-
sure that the costs of energy
production and consumption

are integrated more effectively
into market prices.

• Despite a series of EU programmes, CO2 pro-
duction in several sectors remains worrying.

• The use of renewable energies in most Member
States has yet to advance beyond the research
stage.

• Incentives to improve energy efficiency not only
depend on specific government policies but also
on the supply situation. France has a good
record on CO2 reduction, for instance, but this
is chiefly due to the fact that it generates a large
proportion of its electricity using nuclear power
stations. 

• Demand-side measures remain modest, despite
national programmes to improve energy effi-
ciency.

• The low energy prices we are currently wit-
nessing may be good for economic develop-
ment but are a powerful disincentive when it
comes to saving energy.

Developments

Nuclear stations present different in-
conveniences and risks to thermal sta-
tions.
(Cooling-tower)

The Good...                    ...the Bad
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Long-term vision
Policies in this field have to be
long-term in character if energy
production and consumption are
to be made less harmful to the
environment. Europe intends to
build on the achievements of ex-
isting policy while focusing on
crucial factors like the forecast
increase in traffic. New ap-
proaches were defined and pre-
sented in 1994 in a document
entitled ‘For a European Union
Energy Policy’. The priorities set
out at that time were to further
develop clean technologies, to
improve energy efficiency and to
move towards a pricing system
that takes full account of all the
market’s external costs.

Member States at work
EU governments are support-
ing the development of more
efficient energy use. Germany,
Denmark, Luxembourg, the
Netherlands and Greece, for in-

stance, are promoting tech-
niques for combined heat and
power production. On the de-
mand side, national energy pro-
grammes have set targets for
reducing energy consumption,
but the measures actually taken
remain very modest (insulating
buildings, modernising public
lighting, etc.). If the balance is to
be corrected, these measures
need to be linked with clear
economic incentives. Specific
agreements with large con-
sumers are the most effective
way of raising industry’s aware-
ness of the environmental issue.
This is the approach France has
adopted towards the steel, pa-
per and paper pulp industries.

Mobilising Europe’s 
citizens (again)

The oil crisis in the 1970s made
Europe’s citizens acutely aware
of the need to conserve energy.
This awareness has, however,
weakened considerably in recent

years as the price of oil returned
to a more affordable level. Con-
stant discipline is needed if we
are to reduce the amount of fuel
used by our central heating sys-
tems and cars. To address this
problem, the EU has created lo-
cal and regional energy manage-
ment agencies. These are now
active in quite a few Member
States, where they support the
efforts of gas and electricity dis-
tributors and local authorities to
help members of the public
make the right energy choices.
The number of publications and
members of staff devoted to this
field is increasing. There is an in-
teresting Spanish energy guide,
for instance, which offers practi-
cal advice on the most effective
use of household appliances, do-
mestic heating and alternative
energy. Meanwhile, Danish elec-
tricity bills include a detailed
breakdown of power consump-
tion, which helps make cus-
tomers more responsible.

Taking responsibility

Harnessing wind energy, this future so-
lution nevertheless has its l imits.
(Wind turbines – Douglas, central Scot-
land)
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