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The EU: thirsty for energy?

Total primary energy dependence for the European Union stands at 
roughly half of its member’s needs – a figure which has not changed over 
the past decade. The EU’s negative trade balance in energy increased 
from 2.1% of GDP in 2009 to 3.1% in 2013, despite a decline in total 
energy consumption since the 2008 crisis and the rapid development 
of domestic renewable energy sources which has boosted their share in 
energy consumption from 8% to 11%. 

The crisis in Ukraine has underlined the extent to which many EU mem-
bers depend on imports of Russian gas. Countries such as Bulgaria and 
Estonia are totally reliant on Russia. Others such as France and Italy 
are also energy-dependent, although their suppliers are Algeria, Libya 
and other countries in Africa and the Middle East. The UK for its part 
is registering a fast decline in its crude oil output which implies a grow-
ing dependence on energy imports. No European country can currently 
escape a negative trade balance in energy, with the rise in imports of 
solid fuel – notably coal– adding a new twist to the story. 

The new Energy Union

Reducing the vulnerability of member states to energy shocks is thus the 
key aim of the EU. Member states can diversify their suppliers, although 
a few constraints exist. There is no shortage of new possible suppliers 
for oil and gas, but in Eastern Europe, for instance, importing gas from 
a non-Russian source means building regasification plants or extending 
existing pipelines in Europe. Some new linkages cannot be built due to 
the interests of particular national suppliers, whose business depends on 
limiting open competition. 

In addition, the existing underwater pipelines running from Libya and 
Algeria to Italy and Spain are underused. Broader security and geopoliti-
cal reasons are behind this trend. Production in Libya has been severely 
impaired by the civil war, while in Algeria a question mark exists over the 
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country’s capacity to increase exports. Similarly, pipelines to central Asia 
have proved to be expensive long-term undertakings and there is no 
commitment to further developing them.

The plan for an Energy Union endorsed by the European Council last 
month suggests a more joined-up approach by the EU in combining 
energy and climate policies. It seeks to encourage more interconnec-
tion of gas and electricity capacities in the EU. This is important because 
the Commission has often been accused of having a silo mentality, 
with each of its directorates pursuing its own agenda with little overall 
coordination. The vice-president of the Commission, Maros Sefcovics, is 
strongly fighting to overcome past mistakes. 

Europe should be bolder

Three main miscalculations have dogged the EU’s energy and climate 
policies over the past decade: an over-estimate of the impact of liber-
alisation on integrating Europe’s energy market; an underestimate of 
the cost of Europe’s clean energy policies; and the false assumption that 
the external context for EU policies, both in terms of energy prices and 
energy security, would remain essentially unchanged.

The crisis over Ukraine, the volatile price of oil and gas and the ever-
rising cost of renewable subsidies suggest than an even more joined-up 
approach is the only way to face the energy/security challenge. The 
Energy Union establishes a new level of policy- making above nation 
states and that is worth the effort. The EU should now go one step fur-
ther and acknowledge that technical and scientific progress can have a 
huge and unexpected impact and put more efforts into linking energy 
policy with trade with other regions of the world. Nowhere will this be 
more challenging than with its unstable southern and eastern periphery, 
where the EU must strive to prevent collapse and war.


