
Q&A on Greenpeace report “Tied down: Why Europe’s energy giants want 
to keep us hooked on imported fossil fuels” 

 

What does this report say?   

 ”Tied down: Why Europe’s energy giants want to keep us hooked on imported fossil 
fuels”, shows Europe’s eight biggest power companies rely on imports for a third of their 
revenue from EU sales of power and gas. In 2011, they generated €116 billion in 
revenue on the basis of gas and coal imported from outside the European Economic 
Area (EEA). 

This reliance on polluting energy imports has hamstrung Europe’s diplomatic response 
to the Ukraine crisis and comes at a crippling financial cost.   

Every year, the EU spends more than €400 billion buying 53 per cent of its energy from 
abroad. 

The three utilities making the most revenues from these imports are German company 
E.ON, estimated to have made €36 billion in revenue from these imports in 2011; 
French company GDF Suez, an estimated €23 billion; and Italian company ENEL, €18 
billion.   

These businesses depend on maintaining Europe’s geopolitical vulnerability to make a 
large portion of their profits.  

Six of these eight companies are part of the so-called Magritte Group, a self-named 
group of companies that lobbies EU politicians to oppose progressive policies on 
renewables and energy efficiency. 

Why are you putting out this report now? 

The political leaders of the EU are meeting 23 and 24 October when they will announce 
their crucial decisions on energy policy up to 2030 including targets on renewables, 
reducing greenhouse gases and energy security.  

Polls tell us that Europeans want increased energy efficiency and more renewable 
energy.  (Ipsos poll, June 2014. Eurobarometer poll, March 2014.  2014 opinion poll).  

Greenpeace wants political leaders to listen to people rather than these companies.  

How does this apply to my country? 

Regardless of your country’s energy sources, an endorsement of increased energy 
efficiency and renewable energy will reap huge economic benefits, increase energy 
security and slow climate change.  

Reports show that energy efficiency makes good economic sense and that renewable 
energy production in the EU has created or maintained, between 800,000 and 1.2 



million jobs by 2011. (Commission staff working document 2014: Impact assessment for 
a 2030 climate and energy policy framework) 

EU governments from Germany, France, Austria, Portugal, Italy, Denmark and Belgium 
and Ireland sent a letter last December asking for ambitious renewable targets in order 
to reduce both greenhouse gases and dependence on importing fossil fuel.  (“A target 
for renewable energy will strengthen European competitiveness and lead to more jobs 
and growth. We cannot afford to miss this opportunity. ”)   

Earlier this year in a letter Luxembourg and Greece joined a call for a stronger binding 
EU 2030 energy efficiency target.   

Renewables are expensive and unreliable aren’t they?    

Renewable sources such as solar, wind, biomass met a record 28.5 per cent of German 
electricity demand in the first half of this year, even as Europe’s biggest economy is 
cutting energy consumption, according to the BDEW utility lobby. (Bloomberg 2014: 
Germany Gets Record 28.5% of Electricity From Renewable Sources) 

The cost of renewable energy continues to drop despite receiving smaller public 
subsidies than either the nuclear or fossil fuel sectors. According to leaked EU figures, 
in 2011 those industries soaked up a combined €60 billion in public subsidies in the EU 
– double the amount given to renewable energy producers in the same year.  

Other fossil fuel costs are hidden, such as health costs. Air pollution from burning coal 
alone is costing Europeans €42.8 billion in annual health costs, (HEAL 2013: The 
Unpaid Health Bill) while the unsolved problem of radioactive waste and nuclear 
decommissioning costs will continue to drain resources for generations. 

Increased energy efficiency sounds good but isn’t it unwieldy and expensive to 
enforce? 

Ignoring energy efficiency is costing Europe jobs. Failure to invest in the EU’s energy 
efficiency leaves us vulnerable to oil price shocks.  

Here are one example of how we are already losing jobs. (Source: E3G in EurActiv 
2014: Time to make energy efficiency core to Europe's security) 

A UK software company 1E, whose product Nightwatchman switches off unused PCs 
has saved client companies €630m with a product that costs about €12 per license. Yet 
80 per cent of 1E’s sales are outside the EU.   .  

How significant is “one third of revenue from European power and gas sales” for 
these companies?  

The profitability of European power and gas sales has a large impact on the companies’ 
overall profitability. A large share of revenue - a third – depends on imports. 



While other parts of their business - grids, trading, contracting - deliver a lot of revenue, 
these companies need a foothold in the power market, and more specifically in the 
European power market. Their business relies on it. 

Why does this report only look at the European market? Aren’t these companies 
global players?   

The companies’ core business is in the European market, though some of them, like 
GDF Suez, also have significant operations outside Europe.  

Because their core business is in Europe they are lobbying European politicians so 
hard. They want to make sure their European operations are profitable. These 
operations rely heavily on imported coal and gas and they have failed to diversify their 
business into renewables. As a result, these companies are trying to block policies 
which would end Europe’s dependency on fossil fuel imports.  

Isn’t the best way to stabilise relations with Russia and other suppliers is to 
strengthen – not weaken – trade relations?     

Although conventional wisdom suggests that economic interdependence has a positive 
impact on international stability, a recent report by The Hague Centre for Strategic 
Studies commissioned by Greenpeace,  Time To Wake Up: The Geopolitics of EU 
2030, found the opposite.  

In fact, interstate energy dependence is more often a source for conflict rather than 
stability. Only a global transition to renewable resources will drastically change the 
security dynamics by reducing competition over non renewable energy sources and 
lowering the chance of energy driven conflicts.  

 

 

 


