ENERGY

Prices and targets pressure
shifts focus to lower demand

EU governments are faced with soaring
energy prices beyond their control and
challenging renewables targets imposed
from Brussels. Nadia Weekes reports on
the rising tide pushing energy efficiency
to the top of the agenda

Sustainable energy is not for the faint-hearted. Unlike most
environment-related policies, it leaves no room for shortcuts
and rapid progress. Its success depends on the involvement
of amyriad of stakeholders and the everyday behaviour of
millions of citizens. At times policy makers and enforcers
must be left wondering whether they will ever make it happen.

And yet our insatiable hunger for energy-using equipment,
added to soaring energy prices and climate change concerns,
is putting pressure on governments to act quickly. Energy
efficiency provides the most obvious answer: simply using
less energy would immediately ease pressure on several
fronts. But achieving significant and consistent savings has
proved an elusive goal.

Some progress has been made. Technology improvements
are making it possible to run traditional machinery more
efficiently. But even so, energy demand continues to grow
(see figures 1 and 2). A key problem, according to Mariangiola
Fabbri of WWF, is that “energy efficiency in the EU today is still
perceived as an option, not an obligation”. She thinks
mandatory EU-wide standards would help shift people’s
mentality and ensure consistency across the bloc.

In the last week of January, hot on the heels of the EU's
climate and energy package announcement, the second
edition of the EU Sustainable Energy Week (EUSEW) took
place in Brussels, with smaller events in seven other
countries.
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The European commission came out in force to give
EUSEW the visibility and sense of urgency EU policy makers
think sustainable energy deserves.

Ahead of the event, energy commissioner Andris Piebalgs
reiterated the concept that energy efficiency is a key part of
Europe's response to climate change and security of supply
issues.

Few would argue otherwise. And yet progress has been
underwhelming. As Paul Waide of the International Energy
Agency pointed out at a EUSEW event held by electricity
industry body Eurelectric, while Europe’s energy efficiency
improved by around 2.5 per cent annually in the 1970s and
1980s, improvements have slowed down to a mere 1 per cent
per year since the 1990s.

TIME FOR ACTION

The slow pace of improvement must be reversed if we are to
meet the EU's goal of improving energy efficiency by 20 per
cent by 2020. But what needs to be done?

The EU issued an action plan on energy efficiency in
October 2006. “In some ways, it's been forgotten.” says Peter
Bach, chairman of energy think-tank the European Council for
an Energy Efficient Economy (ECEEE).

He laments a lack of resources at both commission and
member state level. “It's a shame, because energy efficiency is
a crucial element in reducing carbon emissions,” he told ENDS.

Mr Bach says he has witnessed a “dramatic change” in
attitudes in the past year, culminating in more active work on
all energy-related policies. "But goodwill is not enough: we
need action on regulations, incentives, information and
campaigns.”

Energy consultant Rod Janssen thinks the commission has
somewhat misplaced investments and priorities by not doing

FIGURE 2 STEADY RISE IN NATURAL GAS USE
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