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The missing lever to tackle the energy crisis
Introduction
We are now living in a new era of insecure
access to expensive and polluting fossil
fuels.

imports coming from Russia.3 Now, Vladimir
Putin has threatened to cut gas supplies
to the EU and acted on that threat by cutting gas supplies to two EU member States,
Poland and Bulgaria, on April 27th 2022.4
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Since the summer of 2021, fossil fuels have
become expensive. Prices have reached
very high levels.1 Initially triggered by the
global post-covid recovery, the prices are
now entrenched in the new geopolitical reality that Europe is facing. Vladimir Putin’s
second invasion of Ukraine exposed the
European dependence on fossil energy from
Russia.2 Oil prices are likely to remain high
for the next years. European gas prices will
most likely never come back to pre-crisis
levels due to the increased reliance on Liquified Natural Gas (LNG).

At the same time, the burning of fossil fuels
increases the carbon dioxide concentration in the atmosphere that leads to global
warming. In April 2022, the United Nations’
International Panel on Climate Change
(IPCC) confirmed the urgency of the energy
transition5. In order to avoid catastrophic
climate change we need to halve global
greenhouse gas emissions in the next eight
years. This requires an emissions reduction
of -6 % every year, which is more than the
2020 reduction brought about by global
COVID lockdowns6.
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With the onset of the Russia-Ukraine war,
EU access to fossil fuels has become visibly
insecure. Before, Russia exported around
25 % of the energy consumed in the EU, with
25 % of oil, 40 % of gas and 45 % of coal

In the vast debate on how to end this era of
insecure access to expensive and polluting
fossil fuels, this policy brief focuses on the
important –albeit most forgotten– solution:
energy sufficiency.
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Sufficiency policy: a definition

Simply put, energy sufficiency is about reducing energy consumption through changes
in behaviour.7 The aim of sufficiency is to
“avoid demand for energy, materials, land
and water while delivering human wellbeing
for all within planetary boundaries”.8 With its
twofold sense of “enough”, sufficiency considers a social minimum level of resource and
energy demand and an environmental upper
threshold at the same time.9
The table below illustrates sufficiency
against the strategies of efficiency and
consistency. The latter two aim to reduce the
energy and resource input through engineering solutions. In contrast, sufficiency implies
changes in the amount and type of product
or service consumed. We need an ambitious
combination of all three to achieve climate
goals and energy security.
The concept of sufficiency recently gained
traction with two major international organisations. Both the International Energy
Agency10 and the recent IPCC report11 present sufficiency as a key solution12 for energy

security and climate mitigation. Differing
terms such as behaviour13, lifestyle14 or
cultural change, demand-side measures
and material efficiency15 are used to describe similar proposals that we summarise
here with the term sufficiency.16
Nevertheless, there are differences between
those terms and concepts. “Behaviour
change” gives the responsibility to citizens to
switch to “green” consumption options. But
taxing train rides, while exempting aeroplane
tickets is a taxation choice that favours polluting behaviour. Similarly, allocating most
of city infrastructure to cars limits the space
and speed of cleaner modes of transportation, such as buses, cycling or walking.
Indeed, collective choices such as taxation, infrastructure, legal and social norms,
shape individual behaviours.17 Today, our
decisions in everyday life are systematically
steered towards choices that entail resource
depletion and greenhouse gas emissions.
Consequently, sufficiency policy stresses
the need for structural changes to steer
individual and societal actions towards climate neutrality.

TABLE 1. Sustainability strategies for exemplary products and services44

Current mainstream
consumption option

Sufficiency

Efficiency

Consistency45

Take the car with
combustion engine

Cycle, public transport, ride sharing,
car sharing

Electric car

Electric car with
renewable electricity, combustion
engine car with
renewable fuels

Take a plane, including with stopovers

Choose video-conference, or travel with
a (night-)train

Take only direct
flights and/or
increase the efficiency of the plane

Plane with
renewable fuels and
direct air carbon
capture and storage

Heating the house
at 22°C with a fossil
fuel boiler

Lower temperatures
(<19°C), heat less
rooms

Invest in the deep
thermal renovation
of a building

Install a renewable
heating system (e.g.
solar heating, heat
pumps, etc.)

Washing and drying
clothes

Cold wash your clothes, line dry

Use a A+++ washing
machine and tumble
dryer

Use renewable electricity for washing
and tumble dryer
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II Sufficiency policies are
the only policies that yield
immediate geopolitical, climate
and economic benefits
Sufficiency policies entail various advantages
as a strategy to tackle the current energy crisis
as well as the climate emergency, such as:
immediate reductions in energy demand;
low costs of implementation;
keeping energy prices in check;
reducing the costs for the transition to climate neutrality;
5. and co-benefits such as improved health.
1.
2.
3.
4.

To support sufficiency behaviours that
reduce the energy demand immediately,
information campaigns that stimulate
voluntary adoption of citizens have proved
to be efficient. The success during past
energy crises - from the oil crisis in the 1970s
to post-Fukushima Japan in 2011 - shows
their potential. Japan reduced its electricity
demand successfully with the “Setsuden’’
campaign in 2011 and avoided blackouts.
Most short-term sufficiency measures are
free or low-cost. In general, they do not
require new investments or new technologies
that would entail development time, capital
and production capacities. For instance,
transforming a street made for car traffic

into one for buses, cyclists and pedestrians
requires small upfront investment costs, and
reduces the long-term maintenance costs.
Other sufficiency measures for the medium
and long-term can imply significant cost
and time, for example for expanding train
infrastructure.
By reducing energy demand, sufficiency
measures help reduce energy prices. This
supports European consumers and industry
to cope with the current high costs of
energy. Demand for energy is very inelastic
in the short term. This means that consumers
respond slowly to (strong) price increases.18
Households’ vulnerability to price increases
of gas and electricity is exacerbated as
consumption tends to be only billed once per
year. Price signals do not work in this case.
By inducing demand reductions through
e.g. a campaign can help to guard citizens
against indebting19.
The effect of price mitigations through
consumption reduction goes beyond
Europe. As the EU is switching to gas supply
via LNG, prices increase globally. This leads to
a shift to coal use particularly in Asia, where
LNG is important for the gas supply. Thus,
demand reduction in Europe can reduce the
rise in global greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by mitigating price increases in the
LNG market.20

BOX 1. Fukushima and Setsuden 46
In March 2011, three meltdowns occured in the Fukushima nuclear power plant after a strong
earthquake and a subsequent tsunami hit the plant. As a reaction to this, the government shut
down further power. Faced with power outages in the following summer, the government
adopted an electricity savings campaign called “Setsuden” (japanese for “saving
electricity”). For households and small businesses, setsuden relied on voluntary reductions
and self-set targets. Companies with a demand above 500 kilowatts, however, wereobliged
to reduce demand by 15 % or even 30 % for larger companies.
Besides switching to private electricity generation, companies incentivised their employees
to reduce consumption. For example, dress codes were eased to increase the temperature
using less air-conditioning. Work hours or even workdays were shifted to avoid peak demand.
Furthermore, unnecessary lighting e.g. for exhibition and display, was switched off. Trains ran
slower and escalators were stopped. Billboards were not allowed for advertisement except
for showing current level of electricity saving efforts.
Setsuden successfully decreased peak demand by 20 %. While the campaign focused on the
most affected Eastern Japan, electricity demand in the whole country decreased by 7.6 % in
the summer of 2011 and 9.1 % in the summer of 2012.
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The transition towards a climate neutrality requires the electrification of heating
and transport. Europe will need to build up
enormous capacities of renewable energy
and storage. Every kilowatt-hour saved
decreases the required capacity for reaching climate neutrality. The European
Commission estimates that reduced energy
demand through “behaviour change” could
reduce annual investments by one third to
€175.7 billion.21
Furthermore, sufficiency measures entail
various co-benefits for citizens, such as
improved health, less noise or financial
savings.22 Wellbeing improvements are
most notable in health. Examples are the
improved outdoor air quality in cities due to
reduced motorised mobility and more active
mobility.23

III Sufficiency in the energy
crisis: Save gas, electricity and oil!
The dependency on Russian energy imports
is most critical for fossil gas. This is because
the EU faces enormous challenges in efforts
to diversify supply for this energy source.24
In the EU, gas is mostly consumed in three
sectors: 1) in private homes and businesses
for heating and warm water (35 %); 2) in
industry as a raw material and for high temperature processes (23 %); and 3) in the
power sector for electricity (and heat) generation (31 %).25
Short-term sufficiency measures to reduce
EU gas consumption include lowering temperatures, heating fewer rooms, reducing
boiler temperature, installing smart thermostats or water-saving shower heads.
Reducing electricity consumption helps to
decrease the amount of fossil gas burnt for
generation. European countries with high
shares of natural gas in electricity generation
are Italy (47 %), Ireland (54 %), Netherlands
(59 %), Malta (89 %) and Spain (31 %).26 But
gas power plants are used in all EU countries to adapt generation to the demand.
Two Megawatthous of fossil gas are burnt for
one Megawatthour of electricity. Electricity
consumption is split in almost equal parts for
households, industry and services.
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Short-term sufficiency measures to reduce
electricity demand: Households can significantly reduce demand by using less/no
air conditioning, drying clothes on a line,
switching to cooler washing temperatures,
switching off electric water boilers for taps
and the freezer, increasing the temperature
in the fridge or using a smaller fridge, and
only boiling the amount of water needed.
Reducing oil demand helps to mitigate price
increases and economic costs in the current
crisis. Even if some oil is used for heating, and
as a raw material for industrial processes,
most of the oil used in Europe is burned for
transport. Short-term measures to reduce
oil consumption, therefore, need to focus in
particular on the transport sector. A starting
point could be the prolonging of measures
taken during the corona pandemic such as
remote working or pop-up bike-lanes. Further measures proposed by the International
Energy Agency (IEA) and others27 include
car-free sundays, incentivizing ride sharing
or banning short haul flights.
To act fast in times of crises, policy makers
need to propel campaigns and measures
that can be implemented in the short-term.
In any case, honest and sensible communication is key for success. Messages should
focus on “excess consumption” rather than
putting pressure on those already in a precarious situation.28 This means targeting above
average consumers, which are wealthier and
better educated.29 Opinion leaders - actors,
football players, trade-unionists, business
leaders, teachers, mayors, religious leaders
–should act as role models.30 From past examples,31,32 such as setsuden, we can expect
energy savings of potentially up to 25 % in
the short-term from such campaigns.33
Many short-term gains can be enshrined in
social norms and render crisis behaviours
structural to attain long-term effects.34 This
can be encouraged through diverse measures like price incentives and infrastructure
expansion for clean consumption choices.
For such long-term measures, the IPCC
highlights the potential to reduce energy
demand and GHG emissions by 40-70 % by
2050.35

IV Recommendations: What
could the European Union do?
Sufficiency has the potential to reduce EU
gas, oil and electricity demand significantly,
by up to 25 % in the short-term. It entails
multiple benefits such as short-term effectiveness and price mitigation, supporting
European purchasing power and health benefits.36 The EU and its Member States, as well
as regions, cities, companies and individual
families, should therefore act immediately
and implement measures to save energy.
Within its REPowerEU energy savings action
plan the European Commission should call for
a voluntary energy consumption reduction
target of at least 15 % for oil, gas and electricity from Member States.37 In response,
Member States should adopt a conclusion in
the Council on these voluntary targets. The
common challenge and joint effort should
motivate Member States to then adopt adequate measures on the national level to
achieve reduction targets.38
The European Commission should prepare
a comprehensive template for an energy
conservation campaign based on the joint
report with IEA “Playing my part”.39 Messages should take into account the capability
to reduce energy consumption and potential effects. As a part of this the Commission
could call on companies and opinion leaders
to publicly announce self-set energy saving
targets in order to initiate a positive competition for higher savings.
The European Commission should lead by
example and set itself an energy savings
target of at least 25 %. This means air tra-

vels should be reduced to a minimum and
home office made possible at least four days
per week. Dress codes should be softened to
allow for reducing the heating of its buildings
to 17 degrees and air conditioning restricted
to days with temperatures above 30 degrees.
The European Commission should adopt at
least a weekly energy consumption communication. Continuous communication
proved an effective measure of governments
to uphold awareness of citizens during the
pandemic.40 The Commission should require
Member States to submit weekly updates of
current consumption and storage levels to
communicate those.41 In addition, the Commission can present best-practice measures
implemented by Member States.
The European Commission should propose
a temporary ban on advertisement for particularly energy intensive consumption
choices.42 Such choices comprise for example
air travel and SUVs.43 For fast effectiveness,
Member States need to implement the ban
for the period of the energy crisis. This ban
supports the energy saving campaign, which
is contradicted by such advertising.
Next to these short-term measures, the Commission should seek to make energy savings
permanent. To this end, the Commission
needs recognize sufficiency as an important lever next to efficiency and renewables.
It should exploit the maximum potential of
all three at a maximum with ambitious proposals for the Green Deal. Thereby, the EU
will phase-out fossil fuels faster, increase the
energy security and independence of Europe
as well as deliver its fair share for global climate mitigation
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