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SUMMARY

Russia’s war on Ukraine has led to a reorien-
tation of EU energy policy towards phasing 
out Russian fossil fuel imports. This, in 
turn, has necessitated an ambitious and 
highly complex restructuring of EU energy 
systems, markets and infrastructures. 
For this reason, a considerable number of 
new policies are in place to accelerate clean 
energy production and usage within the EU, but 
the knock-on effects of the EU’s new focus on 
security of supply is making high-carbon energy 
phase-out more complicated, whilst EU coal usage is 
expected to grow in 2022.

High energy prices within the EU are being addressed through a 
series of social policies that focus on certain EU energy justice 
concerns, but greater coordination and support for EU-wide 
demand-side policies would do much more to insulate citizens 
from high energy costs in the long term. EU policies on supply 
security also raise important questions about North-South 
energy and climate change relations – not least by placing the 
EU in direct competition with Global South countries for liquefied 
natural gas (LNG) and by contributing to high global prices.

In recognition of the complex global knock-on effects of its poli-
cies, this Policy Brief proposes that the EU’s global climate diplo-
macy strategy should include measures to assuage Global South 
countries – like increased commitment to loss and damage, 
and support for renewable energy development. Furthermore, 
the European Commission should use this moment of crisis to 
develop EU-level coordination on high-carbon energy phase-out.
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1. Introduction

Russia’s second invasion of Ukraine has sent 
shock waves throughout the EU, leading to 
claims that the “geopolitical holiday” is over.1 
This has clear implications for energy, which 
lies at the heart of the EU’s response at a cru-
cial time for sustainable transitions. The EU 
has committed to phasing out dependence on 
Russian fossil fuel as soon as possible, with 
the objective of reducing imports significant-
ly in 2022.2 At the same time, Russia initially 
cut gas supplies to Poland, Bulgaria, Finland, 
Denmark, and the Netherlands and then indef-
initely closed the Nordstream gas pipeline to 
Germany, which was later damaged and may 
now be decommissioned completely. The cri-
sis has highlighted two uncomfortable sus-
tainable energy facts. Firstly, although energy 
systems are undergoing a sustainable transi-
tion, fossil fuels still form the basis of most 
energy consumption in Europe. Secondly, the 
EU has traditionally maintained high levels of 
dependency on Russian fossil fuels – for ex-
ample in 2021, 45.3% of EU gas imports came 
from Russia, much of it through pipelines.3 
To make things politically more complicated, 
Europe had already been experiencing painful 
spikes in prices for gas and electricity, thus 
contributing to a cost-of-living crisis and rais-
ing industry costs. 

The need to phase out Russian imports com-
pletely has necessitated a difficult, complex 
and rapidly evolving energy policy programme 
at the EU and member state level, which was 
unlikely to have been attempted had it not been 
for this crisis situation. There are essentially 
three pillars to the overall RePowerEU strategy 
– saving energy; diversification of fossil fuel 
supply; and acceleration of clean energy de-
ployment.4 Achieving the goals of each pillar 
will require considerable, dedicated, and ongo-
ing political commitment, not least because the 

scale of the task is enormous: the EU needs to 
radically alter energy supply and demand in a 
very short space of time. There are some ear-
ly indications of success - by September 2022 
Russian pipeline gas imports into the EU had 
fallen to 9%, by October 2022 EU gas demand 
had fallen 10%,5 and estimates are that this will 
be a record year for solar power.6 However, cer-
tain industries have been heavily affected by 
high prices and the need to reduce demand, 
and this contributes to a more tense politics of 
energy. More worryingly, given the need for rap-
id acceleration of wind phase-in and fossil fuel 
phase-out, demand for wind turbines in the EU 
fell by 23% in Q3 2022 versus Q3 2021,7 whilst 
EU coal demand has grown this year.8

Balancing supply, demand and affordability 
while energy systems are restructured is just 
one part of the energy policy complexity faced 
by the EU because the bloc is also committed 
to achieving net zero greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions by 2050, under the 2020 European 
Green Deal. Carbon dioxide emissions from en-
ergy use accounted for 75% of man-made GHG 
emissions in the EU in 2021, 9 whilst GHG emis-
sions crept up in 2021.10 At the same time, the 
EU has accepted and worked hard to maintain 
its role as a leader in global climate change 
mitigation – which is only fitting given the EU’s 
historic level of emissions. What it achieves, or 
not, in terms of emissions, renewables, energy 
efficiency and fossil fuel phase-out is global-
ly visible – and indeed the EU has often led 
by example. Arguably, then, what the EU now 
does on decarbonising energy sustainably is of 
importance to global climate leadership. Many 
countries will be interested to see whether the 
EU can meet its own ambitious targets during 
this difficult energy period. At the same time, of 
course, the outcomes of the EU’s climate and 
energy policy decisions extend far beyond the 
borders of the EU, with particular implications 
for sustainable energy in the Global South.11 
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What happens with emissions between this 
moment of energy crisis and 2030 really mat-
ters. The International Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC) estimates that in order to limit global 
warming to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels, 
global GHG emissions need to be reduced by 
43% by 2030 versus a 2010 baseline.12 Under 
its Fit-for-55 package, the EU has committed 
to cutting GHG emissions by at least 55% by 
2030 compared to the 1990 benchmark year. 
These are huge tasks given that at the height 
of worldwide Covid-19 lockdown restrictions in 
2020, CO2 emissions only fell by 5.8%,13 whilst 
they then rose by 6% in 2021 to the highest ever 
recorded levels.14 In 2022, the world is on track 
for another increase in emissions compared to 
the previous year.15 This decade, then, marks an 
inflection point for the EU, and the world, both in 
terms of rapid EU policy change and in terms of 
limiting global warming. 

This paper explores important questions around 
whether, and how, current processes of sus-
tainable energy transition are being affected by 
EU policy. Section 2 defines energy as a mul-
tidimensional policy area where policymakers 
seek to balance multiple complex objectives. 
Geopolitics and climate and energy justice are 
raised as key issues that shape EU and global 
sustainable energy politics. Section 3 explores 
the implications of both the Russia-Ukraine war 
and European policy responses for just and sus-
tainable energy transitions within and beyond 
the EU. Key questions are raised: will the EU’s 
rapidly shifting energy policy strategy accelerate 
decarbonisation this decade or not? Will it exac-
erbate North-South energy and climate tensions 
or improve the relations between actors in the 
Global North and the Global South?

2. Geopolitics, just and  
sustainable energy transitions 

2.1. Energy policy, secure and affordable 
access, and energy dependence

Energy has emerged as a complex policy issue 
of multidimensional social concern, not least 
because over the centuries of modernisation 
it has become one of the essential bases of 
everyday social and commercial life. Since 
the industrial revolution, societies around the 
world have become increasingly dependent 
on inanimate forms of energy, largely fossil 
fuel based, to power industry, transport, com-
munications, agriculture, health services and 
militaries. Indeed, it has long been assumed 
that modern industrialisation and economic 
growth are driven by delivering reliable access 
to affordable energy. Historically, this thinking 
underpinned state-sponsored construction of 
electricity infrastructures across many OECD 
countries in the middle part of last century, 
in order to enable ‘universal access’. This 
assumption now underpins energy-related 
UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) 
– SDG7 in particular – as middle- and low-in-
come countries follow similar development 
trajectories.16 It is estimated that 770 million 
people still have no access to electricity to-
day, whilst 2.5 billion people need access to 
clean and safe cooking solutions. The policies 
in place to start addressing these energy ineq-
uities mean that global energy consumption 
will continue to rise for decades to come.

Energy geopolitics, that is the location of ener-
gy sources in relation to where they are used, 
has long shaped possibilities for energy access 
and affordability. Fossil fuels, which continue 
to dominate global energy systems and trade, 
are unevenly distributed around the world. This 
means that only some ‘producer’ countries have 
direct access, while most countries are net 
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primary energy importers dependent on supplies 
from other countries for their energy.17 This is 
one reason why energy security has become 
such a significant foreign policy consideration 
over the years. Supply chains and transit are 
also important considerations in energy geopol-
itics. Fossil fuels need to be extracted, refined, 
and transported to become usable and this, in 
turn, depends on complex supply chain systems 
made up of extensive pipelines and shipping 
routes connecting sites of production and con-
version to end users. Oil has long been a global-
ly traded product but gas markets, through the 
development of liquified natural gas (LNG), are 
also becoming global.18 These are the markets 
into which the EU is currently tapping in order to 
diversify away from Russian imports.

The unevenly distributed nature of fossil fuels 
combined with increasing energy dependencies 
has historically made certain countries rich and 
powerful. Famous examples are the UK whose 
coal assets underpinned its industrial revolu-
tion, and Saudi Arabia whose global political 
standing is based on its access to the world’s 
largest, and least cost, oil resources. On the 
other hand, however, being dependent on fossil 
fuel imports, as has long been the case for the 
EU, can and has exposed importers to certain 
supply and pricing vulnerabilities. The 1970s 
oil price shocks, which also led to significant 
shifts in energy policy, clearly revealed that de-
pendence on others for vital resources can be 
economically and politically painful. Although 
Russian fossil fuel imports flowed consistently 
during the cold war, the gas transit disputes 
between Russia and Ukraine in the 2000s, and 
Russia’s annexation of Crimea in 2014, caused 
the European Commission to focus more po-
litical resources on energy issues. New poli-
cy measures focused on ensuring security of 
supply, establishing EU energy solidarity, and 
investing public funds in new pipelines and gas 
infrastructure.

2.2. Implementing sustainable transitions

Ensuring reliable and affordable energy access 
are therefore difficult public policy goals, but 
alongside these goals the EU and its member 
states must increasingly deliver on decarbon-
isation goals too. This is what many who are 
active in energy governance refer to as the en-
ergy policy trilemma.19 It presents new policy 
challenges given that sustainable transitions in-
fer high degrees of change in energy systems, 
in transit and in markets that are often already 
precariously balanced. Put simply, transitions 
that are both sustainable and just require rapid 
accelerations in clean energy technologies and 
a global phase-out of high carbon energy, while 
also maintaining reliable supply, affordability, 
and continued improvement of access. 

It is hardly surprising, therefore, that the EU and 
many of its member states find delivering sus-
tainable energy transitions difficult. Although 
the EU met its 2020 targets for emissions re-
duction, renewable energy, and energy efficiency 
– many member states struggled. France, for 
example, failed to meet its renewable target, 
while across all EU member states planning 
objections to the siting of onshore wind and 
solar generation remain a key barrier. Arguably, 
however, it is high-carbon energy phase-outs 
that are the most politically and economical-
ly contentious aspects of sustainable energy 
transitions in many parts of the EU. This brings 
us back to energy geopolitics – countries with 
fossil fuel resources face important political 
constraints when seeking to phase them out.20 
The highest profile example of this in the EU is 
Germany, which has found it politically problem-
atic to phase out the highest emitting form of 
electricity generation – coal. Slow phase-out of 
coal was one of the main reasons why Germany 
was not on track to meet its 2020 emissions 
reduction target, even if emissions reduction 
caused by Covid-19 in 2020 meant that the 
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country narrowly stayed within the EU climate 
goal margin.21  The difficult politics of high-car-
bon phase-out rest partly on the fact that high 
carbon industries, and sometimes those they 
employ, stand to lose out and many companies 
actively resist the phase-out through lobbying 
and other forms of resistance. 

At the same time, large fossil fuel corporations 
hold positions of economic and political power 
in most parts of the world. With EU populations 
being dependent on energy and being used to 
accessing it at certain prices, governments 
cannot afford to let the ‘lights go out’. Indeed, 
in 15 EU member states, government fossil fuel 
subsidies remain higher than clean energy sub-
sidies.22 Yet attempts to reform fossil fuel pric-
ing and introduce carbon taxation in France, for 
example, have also met with stiff political op-
position from ‘the yellow jackets’. This clearly 
demonstrates the policy goal difficulties of bal-
ancing decarbonisation, security of supply, and 
affordability in this vital energy sector. Indeed, 
when push comes to shove, historic energy cri-
ses show us that sustainability goals are often 
relatively side-lined in the interests of energy 
security and affordability. This side-lining has 
slowed down sustainable change.23

2.3. �The new geopolitics of energy:  
global justice

When considering sustainable energy tran-
sitions on a global scale there are even more 
geopolitical and justice considerations to rec-
ognise. Countries are affected differently by 
climate change, and many are already experi-
encing severe weather impacts resulting in clear 
climate injustices. At the same time, due to the 
UN principle on common but differentiated re-
sponsibilities and respective capabilities, the 
pace of national and regional sustainable tran-
sitions differs considerably geographically. For 
example, the EU has committed to net zero GHG 

emissions by 2050, China (and Russia) by 2060, 
and India by 2070. This, then, is a global process 
that is also highly heterogenous.

There will also be different winners and losers 
emerging from processes of energy system 
decarbonisation.24 This is partly because sus-
tainable energy policies do not just result in 
emissions reduction – they also infer a range 
of social and economic outcomes. Countries, 
and groups within societies, experience these 
changes differently, ultimately placing questions 
of justice at the heart of the politics of sustaina-
ble transitions. It is true to say that many, but by 
no means all, non-emissions related sustainable 
energy policy outcomes will be beneficial. Some 
policies, like energy efficiency, buildings stand-
ards and retrofits, contribute towards multiple 
policy goals across society: climate change, af-
fordability, poverty reduction, health, and energy 
security. Other benefits are more unevenly dis-
tributed. For example, a green energy technolo-
gy ‘race’ is already underway, with countries like 
China, the USA, Denmark, and Germany already 
leaders in new, multi-trillion-dollar markets.25 At 
the same time, however, most countries in the 
Global South face considerable obstacles when 
seeking to enter the green energy ‘race’.  Exam-
ples of such obstacles are high costs of capital 
and limited access to patents and relevant insti-
tutional knowledge. 

There are also new energy geopolitics, and as-
sociated geopolitical leverage points, associat-
ed with the rapid development of clean energy 
systems. These geopolitical leverage points 
are partly based on access to the metals and 
minerals required to make clean energy technol-
ogies.26 Although the International Renewable 
Energy Agency (IRENA) has stressed positive 
geopolitical outcomes of sustainable transitions 
for importer countries, as they will be able to 
produce higher proportions of their own energy, 
there are also risks of resource conflicts over 



The Russia-Ukraine war: an inflection point for sustainable energy transitions7

access to clean-tech metals and minerals, which 
are, like fossil fuels, unevenly distributed.27

There are other, less positive, non-emissions 
outcomes of climate policies, which are also 
unevenly distributed. Countries that currently 
enjoy high fossil fuel incomes clearly stand to 
lose out if fossil fuels are successfully phased 
out. But it is those countries that have low ca-
pabilities to adapt that will emerge as consid-
erable economic and political losers.28 Impor-
tantly, many low- and middle-income countries 
that possess unexploited fossil fuel resources 
have the right to access them – much in the 
same way as OECD countries have. However, 
the International Energy Agency (IEA) argues 
that no new fossil fuel extraction is needed on 
the way to net zero 2050.29 Those arguing from 
a global justice perspective claim that if high 
percentages of fossil fuel reserves have to stay 
in the ground, then these should be situated in 
the Global North not the Global South.30 This key 
question of who gets to access reserves raises 
the stakes considerably in the global politics of 
energy and climate coordination.

Sustainable energy transitions will take many 
decades to complete, both for the EU and global-
ly. During this time the climate policy outcomes 
outlined above will form the bases of new po-
litical arguments, coalitions, contestations, and 
clean institutions. Implementing sustainable 
and lasting change therefore means actively 
balancing energy policy goals with these vari-
ous considerations of just transitions. The EU 
increasingly recognises the value of justice 
within the process of governing for sustainable 
change – but it focuses on justice within the EU. 
For example, it introduced the EU Just Transition 
Mechanism as part of the Green Deal, the Social 
Climate Fund as part of the Fit-for-55 package, 
and legislation on supporting community ener-
gy and improving public participation in climate 
policymaking processes as part of the 2019 

Clean Energy for all Europeans package.31 These 
are all designed partly to support improved dis-
tribution of the costs and benefits of sustaina-
ble transitions between groups within member 
states as well as between EU member states. 

The fact that the EU has been actively address-
ing the difficult politics of balancing sustaina-
bility with other socio-economic policy goals is 
commendable, but its focus on justice within 
the EU has perhaps distracted from emerging 
global justice issues. For example, questions 
have been raised about the negative GDP and 
welfare implications of the EU’s proposed Car-
bon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) on 
countries of the Global South that have less ca-
pacity to decarbonise and are on different net 
zero trajectories.32

3. Analysis: implications for just and 
sustainable energy transitions

This complex global context provides the back-
drop for the analysis below of the implications 
of more recent policy changes and events for 
sustainable energy transitions. During Covid-19 
lockdowns investments in gas production was 
scaled back, leaving gas markets under pressure 
when economies started to recover. Global gas 
markets have, as a result, been tight and prices 
high since 2021 – well before Russia’s further 
invasion of Ukraine in February 2022. This, com-
bined with Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, presents 
a strong test of the EU’s energy policy shift to-
wards delivering just and sustainable energy 
transitions – not least given the observations 
above about security concerns tending to side-
line sustainability in past crises.33

It is notable, then, that the REPowerEU frame-
work actively repurposes EU energy policy to-
wards the overarching energy security objective 
of delivering an end to “dependence on Russian 
fossil fuels, which are used as an economic and 
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political weapon”.34 Each of the three strategy 
pillars – saving energy, diversification of fossil 
fuel supply, and acceleration of clean energy de-
ployment – are set out explicitly according to 
their role in delivering that overarching objective, 
even if other policy outcomes, such as climate 
action, are also recognised. In practice, the com-
plex process of phasing out Russian fossil fuel 
imports and Russia’s decision to turn off its gas 
taps has placed further pressure on energy af-
fordability. This, in turn, has necessitated a sig-
nificant number of new social policies to support 
energy consumers at the EU and member state 
level. A clear example of one such policy is the 
European Commission’s announced intention of 
seeking a solidarity contribution from fossil fuel 
companies in order to fund programmes to sup-
port those energy users most vulnerable to high 
gas prices.35 What, then, are the implications for 
just and sustainable transitions?

3.1. EU implications 

3.1.1. Accelerating clean energy 

There are a considerable number of measures 
underpinning the REPowerEU pillar of acceler-
ating clean energy development and deploy-
ment. The 2030 renewable energy target has 
been increased from 40% to 45%; there are large 
increases in political support for solar and on-
shore and offshore wind power, heat pumps, 
hydrogen, biomass and nuclear; and there is a 
particular emphasis on overcoming the slow 
and complex permitting processes for renewa-
ble energy. These measures are all designed to 
create EU-based energy alternatives to Russian 
fossil fuels but, if successfully implemented, 
they also clearly have positive sustainable en-
ergy implications. The extent of these energy 
policies has led some analyses, including by the 
International Energy Agency (IEA), to conclude 
that EU responses will significantly accelerate 
the production of low carbon energy systems 

in Europe.36 It is certainly the case that the EU’s 
decision to focus on accelerating renewables ce-
ments in policy practice the notion of renewable 
energy as secure. This is an interesting devel-
opment which is, arguably, largely based on the 
notion of renewables being ‘homegrown’ in the 
EU, thereby reducing the need for dependence 
on others. 

However, the notion of clean forms of energy 
being secure because they are homegrown has 
limitations. Indeed, these limitations differ ac-
cording to the form of energy – each of which 
should be considered on its own merit. Renew-
ables, such as wind and solar, are variable and 
therefore renewable expansion policies need to 
be backed up with grid improvement, storage, 
and demand-side response strategies – some-
thing that has not yet been emphasised much 
in the EU’s energy policy changes. The EU has, 
however, been working on policies to re-shore 
crucial renewable energy development infra-
structures and leave itself less exposed to im-
ports of these and other critical inputs. Large-
scale expansion of biomass for energy raises 
serious land-use issues, whilst nuclear energy, 
although low carbon, has other negative out-
comes for energy security and affordability, in 
addition to the more widely discussed environ-
mental downsides associated with waste and 
contamination. Nuclear new builds are notori-
ously difficult, costly, and tend to take longer 
than planned. They do not therefore offer any 
short-term or even medium-term alternative to 
Russian fossil fuels.37 At the same time, the EU 
relies to a great extent on Russian supplies of 
uranium to run its nuclear plants. Indeed, Russia 
supplied 20% of the EU’s uranium in 2021.38

The REPowerEU pillar on saving energy – to 
avoid gas demand and to enable the EU to fill 
gas storage – should also have positive impli-
cations both for emissions reduction and for 
improving energy affordability. The European 
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Commission has proposed increasing the 2030 
Energy Efficiency Directive target to 13%, from 
9%, while it has agreed a voluntary EU-wide 15% 
gas demand reduction scheme, and a 5% man-
datory reduction in peak electricity demand be-
tween 1 December 2022 and 31 March 2023. 
Reference is made to these measures in terms 
of the amount of Russian gas imports they will 
help to avoid. REPowerEU includes estimates, 
for example, that short-term demand-side be-
havioural changes would result in a 5% cut in 
gas and oil demand.39 Demand reduction raises 
political questions around who should act – with 
the emphasis so far being on industry. It has 
been estimated that, thus far in 2022, EU nat-
ural gas demand has declined by 7%, peaking 
in August when demand fell by 23%.40 Much of 
this fall in demand has taken place in the in-
dustrial sector, with significant implications for 
EU industrial output.41 Given the seasonality of 
residential gas demand, it will be clearer to see 
how households respond as winter progresses.

Energy affordability remains an increasingly 
contentious political issue. The policy of im-
porting more LNG, which is both higher carbon 
and more expensive than natural gas, places 
longer-term pressures on gas prices, to which 
households and industry remain exposed. This 
has necessitated energy price caps and other 
forms of significant social policy spending at 
the EU and member state level. Some of this 
is being financed by windfall taxes on energy 
companies and by other contributions – but it 
represents a considerable cost to public purs-
es. Energy efficiency measures, including large-
scale roll out of household insulation and other 
retrofit upgrades, are comparatively under-devel-
oped at the EU level. Improved energy efficiency 
would, however, protect the EU member state 
governments from this kind of financial outlay 
in future years, and it would also contribute to 
reductions in emissions and energy poverty.42 
Individual member states – Germany, Italy, and 

Ireland – have announced considerable new en-
ergy efficiency and household renovation poli-
cies, but there are clear arguments for more EU 
coordination, support and commitment around 
this important policy area.

Lastly, when thinking in terms of just and af-
fordable transitions in the EU, the recent an-
nouncement on reducing peak electricity de-
mand is a potential, and exciting, turning point 
in EU sustainable energy policy. Scholars of 
sustainable energy transitions have long argued 
that, with energy increasingly being fuelled by 
renewables, demand-side measures and market 
offerings are needed.43 Demand-side response 
would make electricity systems, for example, 
more flexible to match the variability of solar 
and wind power, while reducing peak demand 
means that less money needs to be invested in 
building expensive new electricity generation. If 
the 5% mandatory reduction policy is properly 
implemented, it should demonstrate that peak 
demand reduction leads to lower overall electric-
ity system costs and, if lower costs are passed 
on to consumers, household energy affordability 
can be improved.

3.1.2. Phasing out high carbon energy

Achieving sustainable energy transitions, and 
meeting the UN 1.5°C global target, also re-
quires a complete phase-out of high carbon 
energy – the thorny end of sustainable energy 
politics. This has arguably been complicated 
significantly by the EU’s new security of supply 
strategy. Clean energy and demand reduction 
can only go so far in replacing Russian fossil 
fuels – hence the need to diversify fossil fuel im-
ports, at least in the short to medium  term. The 
EU’s strategy of filling gas storage, which is now 
94% full, has placed further pressure on finding 
replacement gas suppliers. In June 2022, the EU 
signed a new agreement with Norway focused 
on energy cooperation and improving Europe’s 
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resilience44 – with Norway now becoming the 
EU’s largest gas supplier.45 In addition, the UK 
has been acting as a ‘gas bridge’ – transporting 
LNG deliveries from its three LNG terminals and 
Norwegian pipeline gas into the EU. UK gas ex-
ports have grown significantly this year, whilst it 
also became a net exporter of electricity to the 
EU over Summer 2022.46

The main element of the EU’s gas supply diver-
sification has been to enter significantly into 
global LNG markets. The bloc has extended ex-
isting LNG trading relations with the USA, and is 
in talks with Qatar, Algeria and other countries, 
whilst individual member states are also seek-
ing new deals. Taken together, this has resulted 
in a scramble for gas and a willingness to pay 
above the odds for LNG imports, with negative 
implications for other importers of LNG, as dis-
cussed below. To improve its purchasing pow-
er, the EU has set up the Energy Platform to 
pool demand and negotiate with international 
partners over gas purchases.47 

The establishment of new trading relationships 
and agreements raises important questions 
about the role of gas in Europe’s energy mix 
and how long it will take to phase it out. Prior 
to the Russia-Ukraine war the direction of travel 
had been towards exploring ways of phasing 
out gas use entirely, while the IEA now esti-
mates that EU gas demand will fall by 10% this 
year.48 Yet new gas contracts are likely to be 
valid for up to ten years, and importing more 
LNG requires the building of new infrastructure 
as there are limited LNG terminals and regas-
sification plants in the EU. REPowerEU com-
mits €10bn to gas Projects of Common Inter-
est, such as infrastructure, but there is as yet 
no clear idea of how much this will amount to 
across the EU, whilst Germany is committing 
$3bn to build floating LNG terminals. Such in-
vestments risk embedding gas use for the me-
dium-term and locking investment into fossil 

fuel infrastructure, thereby underpinning gas 
usage, although it might also lead to more 
stranded carbon assets.49 

Lastly, on the risks of locking gas into energy 
systems it is worth considering future oil and 
gas production levels on the continent of Eu-
rope. Although the Netherlands remains com-
mitted to phasing out gas production, the UK 
and Norway have both announced new oil and 
gas extraction licencing rounds in the North 
Sea – justified in part on the basis of the war 
and the EU’s need to replace Russian gas im-
ports.50 As such, EU policies are explicitly fo-
cused on Russian gas import phase-out but 
not, crucially, on how to deliver the complex 
policy goal of phasing gas out completely. EU 
policies are being used, then, as an excuse for 
expanded fossil fuel production elsewhere in 
Europe.

When looking at coal there are further sustain-
able energy and short-term emissions risks 
associated with current EU energy policy and 
its knock-on effects. At the member state lev-
el, which is ultimately where decisions on the 
energy mix are taken under Lisbon Treaty rules, 
policy focus on keeping homes warm and keep-
ing the lights on this winter has resulted in a 
series of announcements about lifting restric-
tions on coal-fired electricity generation, reo-
pening closed plants or raising caps on their 
operating hours.51 Indeed, EU coal consumption 
is expected to rise by 7% in 2022.52 The core 
question then becomes whether any emissions 
reductions resulting from the acceleration of 
clean energy and energy savings can offset 
any emissions from increased coal use. What 
happens to EU emissions in 2022, and 2023, 
is fundamentally important in relation to the 
IPCC global emissions reduction targets and to 
the EU 2030 reduction targets. This outcome is 
also fundamentally important in relation to the 
EU’s role as a global climate leader. 
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3.2. External implications

3.2.1. Energy affordability and access

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine has pushed up en-
ergy and food prices on a global basis.53 The 
EU’s scramble for gas has, in addition, placed 
European countries in direct competition with 
other parts of the world for limited global LNG 
shipments. This has resulted in some coun-
tries not receiving vital fuel supplies, pressure 
on middle- and low-income economies that 
are import-dependent, electricity shortages, 
and further short- and medium-term spikes in 
consumer prices, often for those that can least 
afford them.54 The EU moratorium on Russian 
coal further exacerbated these effects when it 
came into effect in August 2022 as it resulted in 
the EU increasing coal imports from Indonesia, 
with negative outcomes for energy prices and 
availability in the Asian region.55 This matters 
because energy access and affordability are 
central political concerns in middle- and low-in-
come countries that are seeking to develop their 
economies.

Some Global South economies, including Paki-
stan, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka, have in recent 
years sought to reduce high-carbon oil and coal 
usage in electricity generation by replacing it 
with LNG. But now Pakistan, for example, has 
had to import more coal from Afghanistan to 
secure its electricity supply. Furthermore, the 
crisis in ensuring energy access, and associated 
spikes in prices, also contributed towards polit-
ical instability in Pakistan and to the ousting of 
its prime minister, Imran Khan, in April 2022.56 
Indeed, it has been extremely hard for Pakistan 
to secure access to LNG and one recent tender 
actually received no bids.57 Meanwhile, India 
turned to Russia’s Gazprom for LNG supplies 
and invested in coal production to address its 
lack of fuel for electricity during the summer 
heatwave.58 Clearly, Russia’s invasion of Ukraine 

has caused a series of knock-on effects, and 
not all non-EU countries agree with the stance 
that the EU has taken – especially given onward 
implications for their energy sectors.

Lastly, on questions of energy justice, it is in-
teresting to look at recent oil and gas licencing 
announcements by the UK and Norway. These 
have clear energy equity implications for Glob-
al South countries in terms of global un-burn-
able carbon limits, given that most fossil fuel 
assets will need to stay in the ground to meet 
the 1.5°C global targets. For Norway and the UK 
– developed countries that have already eco-
nomically and politically benefited from fossil 
fuel exploitation – taking up even more share of 
burnable carbon runs completely counter to jus-
tice arguments that future fossil fuel production 
should be in Global South countries.

3.2.2. Environmental sustainability

On balance, the EU’s actions may make it more 
complicated for the Global South to pursue 
clean energy transitions. On the one hand, EU 
investments in heat pumps, renewables, and 
associated electricity storage technologies, 
alongside research and development funding 
for less developed technologies such as green 
hydrogen, may exert downward pressure on 
clean technology deployment costs. Any EU 
success in meeting its new 2030 renewables 
target would also demonstrate that reaching 
ambitious targets through sustainable policy is 
possible. On the other hand, however, the EU’s 
moves to speed up its roll-out of renewable en-
ergy may also accelerate recent increases in 
demand for critical minerals, whose global sup-
ply chains are already under pressure, and/or 
may generate new geopolitical issues over ac-
cess.59 In turn, any further upward pressures on 
critical mineral prices might also lead to higher 
costs for renewable energy infrastructure, like 
wind turbines and batteries, making it harder 
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for low- and middle-income countries, with high 
costs of capital, to transition to renewables. 
Aside from the (limited) emphasis on recycling 
raw materials, the EU’s Critical Raw Materials 
Act will do little for security of supply or for 
affordability for much of the Global South.60

Europe’s scramble for non-Russian gas, and 
related incentives to invest in associated in-
frastructure, also further complicates domestic 
political choices for producers of fossil fuels. 
As has been seen, both Norway and the UK 
have experienced positive economic impacts 
of energy exports to the EU and have commit-
ted to oil and gas expansions. Algeria has also 
decided to continue to prop up its gas indus-
try in a bid to secure long-term contracts with 
European importers.61 It is noteworthy that 
while European countries rapidly seek new in-
ternational gas and hydrogen deals, there are 
as yet few new partnerships around EU sup-
port for renewables in low- and middle-income 
countries.62

Given the EU’s established role as a global cli-
mate leader (indeed, often leading by exam-
ple) and its support within the UN COP system 
of reaching global agreement on fossil fuel 
phase-out, any delays in phasing out high car-
bon energy that result from current policies will 
be highly visible. One of the main outcomes 
of COP26 was the urgent need to commence 
coal phase-out beyond OECD countries, whilst 
phase-out of all fossil fuels was a central dis-
cussion point at COP27, but energy policies in 
Europe are making this much harder to achieve 
in practice. Together with estimates that coal 
usage will increase in 2022, this leaves the EU 
open to accusations of reduced credibility and 
even hypocrisy.63 

There is already a long-standing frustration that 
the Global North has failed to live up to finan-
cial promises to help low- and middle-income 

countries mitigate climate change, whilst the 
creation of a loss and damage fund sat at 
the heart of COP27 negotiations but remain 
tense.64 Further polarising effects of European 
policy outcomes are unlikely to set a positive 
backdrop for COP28 negotiations or, indeed, 
for the EU’s credibility when pushing for ambi-
tious global climate agreements. If, as a histor-
ic emitter with established institutions and a 
relatively low cost of capital, the EU cannot see 
its way to phasing out coal and gas, a negative 
global message is then sent about the actual 
feasibility of sustainable energy transitions.

It is also worth briefly noting that Russia has 
been flaring some of the natural gas that would 
have been exported to the EU. This action is 
highly methane-intensive. Russia, the world’s 
fourth largest GHG emitter, meanwhile used 
the global gas demand situation to push for 
a new ‘gas’ coalition at COP27, while others 
note that sanctions may make it even less likely 
that Russia will meet its 2060 net zero target.65 
At the same time, however, the predicted 2022 
Russian recession (the IMF estimates a con-
traction of 6%) will place downward pressure 
on emissions.

4. �Conclusions and  
policy recommendations 

Europe has found itself in an extremely awk-
ward situation at a time when it had been re-
orienting its energy and climate policy to take 
greater account of justice and sustainability 
goals. Thus far, it appears as if the emphasis on 
ensuring short-term security of energy supply 
comes at a cost to global energy and climate 
justice, although it is less clear whether it will 
come at a cost to meeting its emissions re-
duction target of 55% by 2030. On emissions 
reduction, what to watch in the short-term will 
be whether EU energy savings and clean ener-
gy acceleration can become effective enough 
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in time to offset emissions from the expect-
ed increase in coal use. Arguably, the geopo-
litical policy re-focus on where EU fossil fuels 
come from has distracted from the main, and 
extremely difficult, question of how to phase 
them out altogether. In the longer term what 
will matter, then, is whether EU member states 
can coordinate sufficiently well to devise a 
clear and workable EU-wide policy to phase 
out all high carbon energy usage. This is com-
plex for the EU given internal politics and given 
that energy mix remains a member state policy 
issue, but a workable EU-wide policy to phase 
out all high-carbon energy usage would send a 
strong global leadership signal.

It has never been more critical for the EU, and 
the world, to find the right policies to place us 
on track to meet highly ambitious emissions 
reduction targets while ensuring that sustaina-
ble transitions are sufficiently fair and inclusive 
for all countries and their citizens. As soon as 
the EU finds the political breathing space to 
do so, perhaps as its new path to supply se-
curity becomes more settled, it should return 
its focus to questions of justice within the EU 
and beyond. Sustainable energy policies need 
to be positive enough in their socio-economic 
outcomes to keep climate mitigation on global 
and domestic political agendas for the decades 
to come. At the same time, the EU cannot risk 
alienating precisely those parts of the Global 
South that are so crucial to meeting global tar-
gets. Sustainable energy policymaking thus 
involves recognition of the varied costs and 
benefits of policies as well as active attempts 
to balance and better distribute them.

On this basis, the EU would be wise to enter 
COP28 negotiations next year with a clear un-
derstanding of the interconnected nature of 
energy and climate politics, and recognition of 
the knock-on effects of current policies. Great-
er commitments to renewables development, 

clean-energy finance deals, and payments for 
loss and damage for the Global South might 
well go some way to assuaging concerns. The 
EU might also consider developing a clear nar-
rative on how it will limit emissions this year 
and next as it seeks to improve energy security. 
In terms of justice within the EU, further empha-
sis on developing support for demand-side pol-
icies, such as household efficiency renovations, 
demand-side response, and limiting peak de-
mand beyond March 2023, would lower overall 
system costs and leave citizens less exposed 
to high energy costs.
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SUMMARY

This policy brief discusses the European 
Union’s investment needs to limit global 
warming to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels 
as well as two funding options to raise the 
revenues for the direct provision of green 
infrastructure. The policy brief finds that the 
European Commission’s modelling of required 
investment needs is overly optimistic as the EU 
faces an investment gap of €11,670 to €16,320 
billion between 2020 and 2050.

A progressive European wealth tax and the issuing of 
government bonds for a public investment initiative are two 
policy options to close this gap. A progressive European wealth 
tax has the potential to raise revenues of between €164 billion 
and €357 billion annually, while not increasing inflationary and 
Covid-related pressures on low- and middle-income households.
A wealth tax can also reduce extreme levels of wealth inequality 
and build administrative capacities to fight corruption and 
organised crime. The second policy option of issuing bonds can 
raise revenues instantly and will generate a significant economic 
impulse. This policy brief estimates a long-run investment 
multiplier of 5 for a co-ordinated fiscal expansion at the EU level. 
The magnitude of the multiplier also means that public finances 
will improve in the long term.
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