
       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
How the European Parliament and Council can make the 
Renewable Energy Directive consistent with the Paris 
Agreement. 
 
 
If we are to keep global temperature rise to well below 2°C and 
pursue efforts to limit it to 1.5°C then the EU’s Renewable Energy 
Directive (RED) needs to reflect those objectives, and support a 
shift to 100% renewable energy as soon as possible. This means it 
should include the following: 

1. Binding targets consistent with the Paris Agreement 

2. Provisions on strong, stable national support frameworks 

3. Much tougher rules on bioenergy 

4. Safeguards to ensure the sustainability of hydropower
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If we are to keep global temperature rise to well 

below 2°C and pursue efforts to limit it to 1.5°C then 

the EU’s Renewable Energy Directive (RED) needs 

to reflect those objectives, and support a shift to 

100% renewable energy as soon as possible. 

 

The Commission’s proposals for a recast RED 

include some positive changes, including clear 

rights for households and communities to generate, 

use and store their own electricity, and some 

stronger provisions on removing barriers to 

deployment. But, overall, the Commission’s 

proposals risk an ongoing slowdown in investment 

in wind and solar and a further rapid increase in 

unsustainable types of biomass and hydropower.  

 

If the EU is to make good on its goal of world 

leadership in renewables then the Commission’s 

proposals need major changes, as follows:  

 

1. Binding targets consistent with the 
Paris Agreement 

A 2030 target of only 27% renewables implies a 

halving of the current rate of deployment of 

renewables compared to the 2010-2020 period and 

with that a loss of jobs in EU supply chains. To be 

consistent with the Paris Agreement WWF believes 

the share of renewable energy in the EU needs to 

reach at least 45% by 2030, and to reach 100% by 

2050 at the latest. The 2030 target should continue 

to be based on binding national targets to ensure 

balanced deployment of renewables across the EU 

and give investors confidence it will be met. 

 

2. Provisions on strong, stable national 
support frameworks 

The costs of renewable generation are falling 

rapidly, but there is no ‘level playing field’ for 

renewables when fossil plant doesn’t pay its true 

costs. The EU RED should support EU goals by 

facilitating and encouraging national support for 

renewables, where this is necessary, for example by 

allowing Member States to operate technology-

specific schemes or schemes aimed at smaller scale 

projects not able to participate in competitive 

bidding without requiring that those schemes be 

open to other Member States. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

3. Much tougher rules on bioenergy 

The Commission’s proposed sustainability criteria 

for bioenergy are inadequate and will not ensure 

that bioenergy used in the EU delivers genuine 

carbon savings over fossil fuels. In the absence of 

comprehensive GHG accounting, changes are 

required to exclude from eligibility for subsidies or 

other incentives those bioenergy feedstocks that 

would be counterproductive from a climate 

perspective, for example purpose-grown 

agricultural crops and stemwood (i.e. tree trunks). 

 
4. Safeguards to ensure the 

sustainability of hydropower 

Hydropower can be a valuable source of renewable 

energy but can have major environmental and social 

impacts if developed unsustainably. New or 

repowered hydropower projects should therefore 

only count towards EU targets if they comply with 

relevant EU legislation, for example the Water 

Framework Directive and the Nature Directives, and 

the RED should therefore explicitly require strategic 

planning, transparent public participation and a full 

environmental impact assessment to be carried out 

for all such hydropower projects, regardless of size. 
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Introduction 
 

The Commission’s 2050 roadmap, published in 

2011, suggested, in line with the then IPCC advice, 

that to contribute to limiting global warming to 2°C 

the EU needed to cut its emissions by 80-95%. The 

EU has yet to update this goal to reflect the Paris 

agreement, but the new ambition of the latter 

means that the EU should be aiming to reach net-

zero emissions within the EU by 2050 at the latest. 

 

In practice, therefore, what the Paris Agreement 

means for the EU is what WWF and others have 

been calling for: a transition to a 100% renewable 

energy system1. This is feasible – and desirable on 

more than just climate change grounds. In large 

part this means dealing with the overcapacity of old 

and inflexible coal-fired power plant on the system 

and the priority given to variable renewables such 

as wind and solar on the electricity grid, issues that 

are discussed in a related WWF briefing paper on 

proposed reforms to the EU electricity market2. But 

a revised Renewable Energy Directive can also play 

a vital role in driving that forward. 

 

In this context, the Commission’s proposals for a 

revised Renewable Energy Directive (RED) 

represent a step backwards from previous EU 

leadership. They imply a slowdown in investment in 

wind and solar (see below) and risk a further rapid 

increase in unsustainable types of bioenergy. As the 

proposals work their way through the co-decision 

procedure, the European Parliament and the 

Council should make significant improvements to 

the current draft – some of the most important 

issues are set out below.  

 

What is needed most, however, is a change in 

mindset. The renewable energy sources that will 

supply the bulk of EU energy in 2050 (wind and 

solar) are too often seen by policy makers as a 

‘problem’ when it comes to ensuring secure and 

resilient suppliers of energy to consumers. And it’s 

true that they have different characteristics to 

incumbent technologies. But instead of seeing this 

as an inconvenience, and thinking ‘how do we 

integrate renewables into the existing system?’, 

decision makers at EU and national level need to 

                                                 
1 
http://www.wwf.eu/what_we_do/climate/publications_climate/?
265731/EU-building-blocks-for-a-successful-energy-transition  
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http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/footprint/one_planet_cities/one_
planet_city_challenge/?299952/Powerful-power-markets  

think ‘how do we build a new system suitable for 

renewables, and take advantage of the hue 

opportunities that they present?’.  

 

1. Binding targets consistent with the 
Paris Agreement 

A 2030 target of only 27% renewables implies a 

significant slowdown in the rate of EU deployment 

of renewable energy – possibly by as much as half.  

Such a reduction would have major impacts – not 

just on EU businesses that have invested in supply 

chains, but also on jobs in the sector. 

 

Calculations by Solar Power Europe, based on 

European Commission projections, suggest that 

while nearly 100 Mtoe of renewable energy could be 

added between 2010 and 2020, a 2030 renewables 

target of 27%, if combined with an energy efficiency 

target of 30%, would mean just 20 Mtoe extra 

between 2020 and 2030, and that a target of at least 

35% renewable energy would be needed to sustain 

current business activity.  

 

But even this is far too little: to be consistent with 

the Paris Agreement and to allow the EU to catch up 

with China and the US on levels of renewable 

investment. WWF believes the share of 

renewable energy in the EU needs to reach at 

least 45% by 2030, and to 100% by 2050 at 

the latest. Given that the real costs of renewables 

are well below what the Commission assumed, such 

targets are well within reach. 

 

The 2030 target should continue to be based 

on binding national targets, as this is more 

likely to ensure balanced deployment of renewables 

across the EU and is the simplest and most effective 

way of giving investors confidence that it will be 

met. 

2. Provisions on strong, stable national 
support frameworks 
 
The costs of renewable generation have been falling 

rapidly, but with persistent market failures there is 

no level playing field. Distortions remain, due 

ongoing direct and indirect subsidies to fossil fuel 

power generation. In the absence of a programme of 

smart retirement3 of the most polluting power 

plants, or reforms to the ETS to ensure it reflects the 

real costs of fossil fuel generation, it is clearly 

unrealistic to rely on the market to drive investment 

in renewables at the pace required. There remains a 

                                                 
3 https://www.agora-energiewende.de/en/topics/-agothem-
/Produkt/produkt/240/Old+coal-
fired+power+plants+block++EU+climate+and+energy+goals+%E
2%80%93+retirement+is+the+only+solution/  

http://www.wwf.eu/what_we_do/climate/publications_climate/?265731/EU-building-blocks-for-a-successful-energy-transition
http://www.wwf.eu/what_we_do/climate/publications_climate/?265731/EU-building-blocks-for-a-successful-energy-transition
http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/footprint/one_planet_cities/one_planet_city_challenge/?299952/Powerful-power-markets
http://wwf.panda.org/what_we_do/footprint/one_planet_cities/one_planet_city_challenge/?299952/Powerful-power-markets
https://www.agora-energiewende.de/en/topics/-agothem-/Produkt/produkt/240/Old+coal-fired+power+plants+block++EU+climate+and+energy+goals+%E2%80%93+retirement+is+the+only+solution/
https://www.agora-energiewende.de/en/topics/-agothem-/Produkt/produkt/240/Old+coal-fired+power+plants+block++EU+climate+and+energy+goals+%E2%80%93+retirement+is+the+only+solution/
https://www.agora-energiewende.de/en/topics/-agothem-/Produkt/produkt/240/Old+coal-fired+power+plants+block++EU+climate+and+energy+goals+%E2%80%93+retirement+is+the+only+solution/
https://www.agora-energiewende.de/en/topics/-agothem-/Produkt/produkt/240/Old+coal-fired+power+plants+block++EU+climate+and+energy+goals+%E2%80%93+retirement+is+the+only+solution/
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clear case for public intervention in support of 

renewables: indeed the latest EU reference scenario4 

makes clear that without further policy intervention 

renewable deployment won’t even reach the EU 

target of 27%, let alone a level that would be 

consistent with a 2°C or 1.5°C trajectory. 

 

But against this background, and at a time when we 

need to accelerate deployment, the European 

Commission’s proposals instead represent a 

weakening of the policy framework for renewables. 

Some general provisions in the existing RED Article 

3 on the rights of Member States to “apply…support 

schemes” have been deleted and a requirement to 

open support schemes to other countries has been 

introduced – something that could undermine 

public support for investment, on the grounds that 

taxpayers’ money would be spent on projects 

outside the Member State in question. The 

Commission’s proposals in this area should 

therefore be revised, and instead clear rules inserted 

on what Member States can do within their 

territory.  

 

Specifically, common rules on national 

support frameworks should be included in 

the RED that allow technology specific 

support schemes, provide exemptions from 

tendering processes for community or other 

small scale projects and make opening of 

schemes to other Member States optional. 

This would avoid the current damaging situation in 

which there is considerable uncertainty amongst 

investors as to the position staff in the European 

Commission’s Competition Directorate General will 

take on any particular national scheme, based on 

their interpretation of Commission guidelines 

and/or various treaty articles. European investment 

in renewables has halved since 2011, when the most 

recent state aid guidelines were introduced5, 

undermining delivery of EU targets and the 

Commission’s goal of world leadership in 

renewables6. 

 

Agreeing on a ‘common rule book’ would also 

support broader Commission efforts to achieve 

more transparency, accountability and legitimacy in 

EU-level decision-making, would reduce the 

administrative burden for Member States when it 

came to designing schemes, and would involve 

parliaments, ministers, stakeholders and civil 

                                                 
4
 https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/news/reference-scenario-energy  

5 Since peaking at $131 in 2011, European investment has more 
than halved, standing at 58,5bn $ in 2015. 
6 President of the European Commission Jean-Claude Juncker has 
stated that he wants “…Europe’s Energy Union to become the 
world number one in renewable energies.” How this might be 
interpreted is discussed in more detail in a recent WWF paper: 
http://www.wwf.eu/what_we_do/climate/publications_climate/?
262790/Measuring-World-Leadership-in-Renewable-Energy  

society in a transparent and inclusive debate on the 

further development of national renewable energy 

frameworks. The growing use of competitive 

auctioning approaches can be expected to show 

where in the EU and when market conditions are 

ready for the phasing out of technology-specific (or 

indeed all) support. 

 
3. Much tougher rules on bioenergy 

 

Recent years have seen a big increase in the use of 

types of bioenergy in the EU that are highly 

questionable from a sustainability perspective and 

in many cases will be counterproductive as a means 

of tackling climate change – for example the 

cultivation of purpose-grown bioenergy crops and 

the burning of whole trees, in pellet form, in old 

coal-fired power stations. If bioenergy is to be 

actively incentivised by EU policy then it must be 

genuinely low carbon and its use fully sustainable in 

ecological terms. 

 

The Commission’s proposals in this regard are 

inadequate, relying as they do on sustainable forest 

management, LULUCF accounting and GHG 

criteria that only cover process emissions. As 

discussed in a separate briefing paper7, the 

European Parliament and Council must 

make significant improvements to the 

Commission’s proposed sustainability 

criteria to ensure either that they include a 

comprehensive life cycle assessment 

covering all relevant factors, or in the 

absence of such an approach that high risk 

feedstocks are excluded from eligibility for 

subsidies or other policy incentives. 

 

4. Safeguards to ensure the 
sustainability of hydropower 
 

Hydropower can be a valuable source of renewable 

energy, particularly because it is ‘dispatchable’, 

meaning that it can supply on demand. However it 

also has major environmental and social impacts if 

developed unsustainably. Given the environmental 

goals of the RED and the specific incentive it creates 

to deploy renewables or all types, it is therefore 

imperative that the development or repowering of 

hydropower plants whose output is counted towards 

achievement of EU targets be consistent with 

broader environmental goals on issues such as 

biodiversity and water resources conservation. 

 

                                                 
7
 

http://d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/eu_bioenergy_po
licy___wwf_briefing_paper___final_4.pdf  

https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/news/reference-scenario-energy
http://www.wwf.eu/what_we_do/climate/publications_climate/?262790/Measuring-World-Leadership-in-Renewable-Energy
http://www.wwf.eu/what_we_do/climate/publications_climate/?262790/Measuring-World-Leadership-in-Renewable-Energy
http://d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/eu_bioenergy_policy___wwf_briefing_paper___final_4.pdf
http://d2ouvy59p0dg6k.cloudfront.net/downloads/eu_bioenergy_policy___wwf_briefing_paper___final_4.pdf
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On this basis, the Commission’s proposals should be 

amended to make clear that electricity generated by 

hydropower plants brought into service for the first 

time – or repowered – after the entry into force of 

the new RED should only be taken into account for 

the purposes of EU targets or eligibility for financial 

support where it is demonstrated that the plants in 

question have been developed in conformity with 

relevant European Union legislation, in particular 

the Water Framework Directive (WFD), the 

Habitats Directive (HD) and the new 

Environmental Impact Assessment Directive – and 

that this has been done in a strategic, transparent 

and participative manner.  

 

This is particularly important given that the Water 

Framework Directive and other relevant legislation 

is not currently fully applied throughout the 

territory of the European Union and the Energy 

Community countries, and that large numbers of 

hydropower projects are being developed in ways 

that are likely to have severe impacts on river 

ecosystems and the services they provide to society. 
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