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urope is at a crossroads. It faces a multifaceted crisis with rising distrust in representative democracy, doubts
about the purpose of the European project, an urgency to tackle climate change, and a poisonous definition of
competitiveness1. In this context, the Energy Union Research Innovation and Competitiveness Strategy (EURICS)
can kill three birds with one innovative stone: to boost its competitiveness, Europe should become the global provider of low-carbon solutions, an objective best achieved democratically.

E

To make the energy transition2 happen, Europe needs innovative companies3. Yet, to paraphrase Mariana Mazzucato,
companies sometimes behave like pussycats fearful of
change, rather than being the innovative tigers who bring
novelty into people’s life. Transforming business pussycats
into energy transition tigers is key for a genuine energy
transition4 and involves to complete a cultural paradigm shift within all organisations: demystify failure
and unleash the entrepreneurship potential lying in
researchers and employees.

to cost-minimisation, it stems first and foremost from
innovation.6
To prosper, all organisations must harvest the dormant
innovative potential present in their current workers
while attracting and retaining talents7. This requires to
reward and foster entrepreneurship while demystifying
failure. As successful innovation increasingly originates in
agile and dynamic relations, stiff governance become less
relevant. To remain competitive, any organisation needs to
consider itself as an element of a multi-stakeholder ecosystem composed by academics, entrepreneurs, venture capitalists, civil servants and elected officials. This is where
the EU can play a better role to develop a more functional
ecosystem for energy innovation.

How best can the EU foster radical innovations? First,
the EU should not idealise the Silicon Valley as its model
of Venture Capital and start-ups is the “wrong model for
clean energy innovation”5. Second, both academic literature and business experiences suggest that innovation is
more efficient when it is open. Third, the EU innovation
policy would be more legitimate if it were more democratic. The EU should thus set its own innovation path,
with one element being a citizen-based instrument to steer
European energy innovation: a digital platform where
innovators and citizens can co-create innovations that
are democratically selected; and financed by citizens, business angels, local communities and the European Union.
On this platform, EU budget allocation would be very
simple: where an EU citizen invests one euro, the EU
invests one euro.

2. Democracy: the citizen at the centre of the Energy Union
Democracy is a system where decisions are taken for the
people, by the people8. The European Commission puts
the Energy Union on a similar path: “Most importantly,
our vision is of an Energy Union with citizens at its core,
where citizens take ownership of the energy transition”9.
In practice, suiting the actions to the words is tricky and
the European Commission now needs to answer a tough
but necessary question: how can the EU energy innovation
policy be done for citizens, and by citizens?
Innovation for citizens. So far, the EU energy innovation policy has mostly focused on pushing technologies,
thus leaving aside what matters for people: the fulfilment
of energy services such as heating, mobility or lighting.
An innovation strategy for citizens thus starts by focusing on what they actually need, how they use energy, what
their energy behaviours are and how such behaviours can
change. An innovation strategy for citizens should then
seek that public actions aim to be as just as possible, i.e.

1. Innovation as the new cornerstone of
the EU competitiveness policy
European energy incumbents are struggling with outdated business models that cannot cope with the current decrease of EU primary energy and electricity consumptions, which is a long-term trend that requires a
shift in energy suppliers’ strategies. For them, as for any
company, competitiveness cannot anymore be reduced
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trying to be to the greatest benefit of all, and especially to
the least-advantaged members of society.

themselves) and innovations. Gamification14 mechanics
should be used to engage many and diverse citizens on
this platform, to cultivate interdisciplinarity, promote and
reward the necessary cultural shift.

Innovation by citizens. Citizens are increasingly defiant vis-à-vis representative democracy and politicians riding the wave of popular distrust are proliferating all over
Europe. In this political context, the EU should make a
simple and disruptive strategic choice: answer defiance with democracy, really put citizens in control of
energy union innovation choices.

To finance innovation, crowdfunding15 can play a greater
role. It is a booming sector that could even become more
important than venture capital in 201616. It also effectively empowers citizens by involving them directly,
both in the innovation process and in the energy system17.

With citizens truly at its core, the Energy Union would not
only be more democratic and legitimate, but also more
effective and efficient. Citizen’s involvement is indeed
a way to mitigate the over-influence of some lobbies as
engaged citizens would help policy makers to adopt policies serving the European peoples, not merely fitting the
interests of current main energy stakeholders. It would
moreover increase the chances that citizens not simply
accept but desire and power the energy transition10, enabling a change from NIMBY to PIMBY11.

Crowdfunding brings additional benefits. First, it is an
effective way to get a market validation of a project, to
check its adequacy with people’s needs. Second, it helps
to identify and build a community of users18 who can
actively support the innovation project and play an ambassador role. Thirdly, it can be fast and therefore reduce the
time to market. Last but not least, the platform approach
is a suitable solution to coordinate multi-level, multi-discipline and multi-national players, simplify the governance and improve the funding of innovation by avoiding overlaps and gaps.

3. What EURICS can do: propel crowd-based
innovation for the Energy Union.

In practice, this platform would gather four categories of
crowdfunders. EU citizens who fund the projects they
like best. EU public money would be allocated by citizens
through a simple rule, such as: for each euro invested by
a citizen in a project, the EU pours one euro. Business
angels and venture capitalists should be involved to
increase the leverage effect and demonstrate that citizen-chosen projects can be good investment opportunities. Local authorities, especially cities, can co-finance
a project, especially those requiring to engage local communities to test the innovation before full deployment or
commercialization.

Adopting an open innovation approach does not discard the expertise of innovative firms, researchers and laboratories. It rather highlights the value of citizens as innovators and provides them with an immense arena to
share their ideas, bring their skills, while rewarding them
tangibly (financially) and intangibly (self-esteem, reputation, peer-recognition). To do so, the EU should empower
its citizens to co-create, select, finance and implement
innovations.
Crowdsourcing can be used to co-create an idea: the original idea is proposed, contributors collaborate, share comments and thoughts for improvement. This can be done via
an open digital platform, inspired by tools already existing
in companies like Engie, EDP or ENEL.

Once an idea is produced, selected and financed, it still has
a long way to go to fulfil its potential to become an innovation. The current EU trend is to look at the US with envy,
and hope that venture capital (VC) and start-ups would
bring innovation to life19. Problem is, VC does not work well
for the US energy sector, and start-ups are no panacea.

The EU should therefore launch a digital platform where
all ideas can be freely co-created by everyone. It would
seek to have a large number of diverse participants
with various backgrounds and cultures to foster “outside
the box” thinking and cross-fertilization that can lead to
unexpected breakthroughs12.

The current US VC model is the “wrong model for clean
energy innovation”20. Its Achilles heel is the reluctance
from large energy corporations to mimic their pharmaceutical counterparts: invest in innovation by acquiring startups that have already passed important milestones but yet
require years of further funding and development.

Involving more people in the process is also essential to
favour a swift and efficient implementation of innovations.
This is partially due to the IKEA effect13: the more we contribute to an endeavour, the more we tend to value its outcome. In the end, contributors to this platform are likely to
become grassroots backers of innovation.

Start-ups in general and unicorns21 in particular are considered to be the engine of the new economy. Yet, recent
evolutions suggest that this may constitute a bubble about
to burst22. Start-ups moreover encounter obstacles that
would not exist within bigger companies, such as too high
Return-on-investment expectations sometimes set by venture capital firms, disregarding economic rationality and
the ability to manage growth23.

The selection of the innovations worth pursuing should
resort to the very foundation of our democracies: a vote by
all the platform’s contributors. This selection can be very
quick as to reduce time-to-market while ensuring a very
good fit between market needs (represented by citizens
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The EU can learn from the US as start-ups and VC are
undoubtedly essential as one element of the innovation
ecosystem. But to boost energy innovation in Europe, the
EU should set its own path, one that includes intrapreneurship24. Intrapreneurship can scale-up an innovation
at a faster pace than start-ups as the intrapreneur can
rely on the financial, legal and commercial backing of its
mother-company. If intrapreneurs circumvent the hurdles
of private bureaucracies, breakthrough innovations can
be rolled-out fast, allowing European companies to stay
ahead of the global energy transition race and keep on
winning markets all over the world25. Building on existing
tools, such as Google “20% time” programmes, Facebooklike “Hackathons”26 and Fab Labs27, intrapreneurship
can be a channel to unleash the dormant innovative
potential present in workers. It facilitates the transformation of the incumbents, a transformation necessary to
dodge painful destruction of financial and human capitals
that will eventually harm those who keep digging their
heads in the sand. In the end, this transformation is also
about making a more social energy transition by avoiding
the lay-off of thousands of workers that will lose their jobs
if their companies fail to adapt.

EURICS must be an ambitious strategy allowing Europe to
make a more democratic, social, competitive and swifter
energy transition. In this regard, it must look for ways to
put citizens at its centre and to ramp up the transformation
of energy incumbents.
This paper suggests a tool to do just that: a digital platform
to allow citizens to co-create new and better innovations,
select and crowdfund innovations with both their and the
EU’s money, while fostering intrapreneurship.
In operational terms, the European Commission should
launch a pilot-project to be operational as soon as 2017.
This would give time to test the project and, if successful, it should be scaled-up in view of the next Multiannual
Financial Framework 2021-2028.
If well implemented, this proposal would yield important
strategic results: more and better energy innovation projects for the European and global energy transition; a reallife demonstration that the EU is at the forefront of innovative thinking and wishes to give European citizens a
greater and more direct say in concrete decisions.
All in all, the EU ship has a capable crew of entrepreneurs
and researchers, and enough public and private investment capacity that can blow in its sail to safely navigate
towards a carbon-neutral future. The Energy Union provides the right compass, but Europe should set its own
course: ignoring the US Sirens’ songs and avoiding the
reefs of immobilism, the EU must truly place citizens at
the helm to keep the heading. Only then can Europe lead
the global energy transition race.

Conclusion
The energy transition is a key challenge in the 21st century. It aims at decarbonising our energy systems to save
ourselves from catastrophic climate change, while reducing and better managing our energy dependence to foreign
countries. It is also a matter of competitiveness as energy
innovation policy can be Europe’s offensive approach to
competitiveness, a policy that helps European companies
to lead the energy transition race, conquer global markets
and thus create more and better jobs for Europeans.

FIGURE 1

A citizen-centric energy innovation process in tune with the times
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