
THE MISSING VOICE  

Beyond the strict market-based and geopolitical analyses: a new Energy Governance  

Agnese Vitale 

 

The problem this paper addresses is related to the difficulty encountered by the European Union in 

framing a common response as regards energy security. Different energy profiles and preferences 

of member states are complemented by competing interpretations of how the EU needs to 

approach the issue. To address this problem is of fundamental importance because it deals with the 

very bases upon which the EU can build successful energy policies in the future. 

There is the need to overcome both a strict market-based and a geopolitical approach. They 

have to be integrated to reach a durable strategy at the EU-level. Interests of the main actors in 

place are to be taken into account equally: citizens, energy companies and national politicians. The 

basic idea is that an “output legitimation”, or a perceived benefit from all the centers of interest 

involved, can lead to a common energy policy. This means, for instance, that a policy admittedly 

anti-Russia cannot be a desirable arrangement. 

A possible solution to these problems starts with policies that compensate disadvantaged 

members and take different energy pattern into account, using different risk indexes not only from 

country to country but also from one type of energy to the other. This means that that a sectoral 

approach provides a more reliable basis in the determination of short-term external energy risks. 

Furthermore, the unequal distribution of supply risk among individual EU Member States suggests 

that they have different perceptions and opinions about the European common energy policy. A 

well-defined provision can then include a way to compensate the losers, perhaps through policy 

measures unrelated to energy. 

To complete the liberalization process is certainly a tool that can help to create a competitive 

internal energy market offering quality service at low prices, to develop renewable energy sources, 

to reduce dependence on imported fuels, and to do more with a lower consumption of energy; but 

also an instrument for enlarging the European sustainable energy system outside its borders. The 

benefits for citizens would be more choices of energy providers and more possibilities to pay less 

for their energy. At the same time, the large energy companies could realize economies of scale 

which would enable them to be more competitive on a worldwide scale.  

The risk of liberalization is the fights between governments protecting their firms and the biggest 

groups which want to acquire them. The EU would, at the same time, assure a competitive and fair 

European market where energy giants could not merger with smaller companies; though stricter 

unbundling norms, that would permit the introduction of new operators on the energy market, still 

remain a hard-fought field. To do so, the Commission would give to ACER (the EU’s Agency for 

the Cooperation of Energy Regulators) real powers over national regulators, with a step-by-step 

erosion of their authority. In the same way, there are some elements that could enhance cooperation 

and solidarity between member states, such as the progressive integration of energy interconnectors 

so as to bring power from where it is generated to where it is needed. 

Anyway using only a market-based perspective, would alienate those states that think that 

negotiated reciprocity in producer states is a prerequisite for the proper functioning of liberalization 

effort. Consequently, the Commission has to show itself also able to adopt a more government-

led, geopolitical approach. The EU Energy Diplomacy Action Plan, approved in July 2015, has 



been a good improvement in that way, trying to find various arrangements with each supplier 

country and reaffirming the right for each member state to deal with the needs of its own energy 

mix. 

More generally, the building up of a Energy Union Governance, could be a good occasion for the 

Commission to play at different levels, European, regional, national and local, and to enhance its 

tasks with the interaction of policy instruments. If the streamlined and integrated national energy 

and climate plans are at the core of this governance system, it will anyway imply a more active 

dialogue between the parties, towards the convergence among their preferences and interests, with 

the progressive Europeanization of the energy field. 

The drawing up of national energy plans can provide greater transparency and predictability of 

policy, giving market actors appropriate knowledge about the real impacts of national policy 

interventions and their integration at the European level. But this new multilevel Governance needs 

a system for checking the collective consistency and resilience of national plans; in particular to 

assure not only a qualitative standard but also a quantitative one. In other words, the national plans 

can only add up to the overall EU target or beyond. The European Commission should not play this 

support role for member states because of potential conflict of interest with its competence in 

proposing legislation and enforcing market rules. For this reason the gap could be filled by the 

creation of an independent European Energy and Climate Monitoring Unit. This observatory 

should also raise doubts when the EU is not meeting its policy goals. It is then up to the 

Commission, European Council and European Parliament to act effectively.  

 

Furthermore the regional dimension offers the possibility for benefitting from many of the gains of 

a more integrated energy market, while remaining attuned to individual national circumstances and 

recognizing in this way the great role that cities and local communities can give to the wider project 

of the Energy Union. To have this collaboration realized, we have to deliver real functions at a 

regional level – for example through regional Independent System Operators. 

 

Then, to build a real Energy Governance, there is the need to find more coherence between 

European policy fields and funding mechanisms. This means not only the prioritization of the 

electricity and gas infrastructure through Projects of Common Interests and other funding (such as 

the Connecting Europe Facility and the European Fund for Strategic Investment). But also, the 

interaction between Commission’s areas of competence. The Capital Market should be included 

because of the huge amount of investments needed, the Digital Single Market because of the 

progressive digitalization of the energy technologies. Furthermore, the Jobs, Growth, Investment 

and Competitiveness vice-presidency should play a role because of the nature of the energy 

transformation, that will create millions of green energy jobs and will boost the economy. Many 

others would be important as well: agriculture, research & development, European foreign affairs. It 

is also important to create a connection between the Governance and the Paris Agreement 

commitment. 

 

Finally the Governance would give stable long term policy signals, providing certainty and 

transparency for those who invest in energy. Being considered that the legislative proposal by the 

Commission presented on 30 November 2016 has not yet delivered any concrete result, the 

uncertain timetable could delay such positive outcomes and affect the energy transition.  

 


