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Key policy question: Are we switching to less polluting fuels to meet our
energy consumption?

Key message: Fossil fuels continue to dominate total energy consumption, but environmental
pressures have been limited by switching from coal and lignite to relatively clean natural gas.

The share of fossil fuels, such as coal, lignite, oil and natural gas in total energy consumption declined
only slightly between 1990 and 2002, to reach 79 %. Their use has considerable impact on the
environment and is the main cause of greenhouse gas emissions. However, changes to the fossil fuel
mix have benefited the environment, with the share of coal and lignite declining continuously and being
replaced by relatively cleaner natural gas, which now has a 23 % share.

Most of this switch within the fossil fuels occurred in the power generation sector. In the pre-2004 EU-15
Member States this was supported by the implementation of environmental legislation and the
liberalisation of electricity markets, which stimulated the use of combined-cycle gas plants due to their
high efficiency, low capital cost and low gas prices in the early 1990s, and the expansion of the trans-EU
gas network. In the new Member States fuel mix changes were induced by the process of economic
transformation, which led to changes in fuel prices and taxation and removal of energy subsidies, and
policies to privatise and restructure the energy sector.

Renewable energy, which typically has lower environmental impacts than fossil fuels, has seen rapid
growth in absolute terms but from a low starting point. Despite increased support at the EU and national
level, its contribution to total energy consumption remains low at almost 6 %. The share of nuclear
power has grown slowly to reach almost 15 % of total energy consumption in 2002.While nuclear power
produces little pollution under normal operations there is a risk of accidental radioactive releases and
highly radioactive wastes are accumulating for which no generally acceptable disposal route has yet
been established.

Overall, the changes in the fuel mix of total energy consumption contributed to reducing emissions of
greenhouse gases and acidifying substances. Rising total energy consumption however counteracted
some environmental benefits of the fuel switch. Total energy consumption in the EU-25 increased 8.4 %
over the period 1990-2002 although it decreased slightly between 2001 and 2002 due to higher than
average temperatures and a slowing of GDP growth.
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Fig. 1: Total energy consumption by fuel in the EU25

Data source : Eurostat.
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Fig. 2: Total energy consumption by fuel (%)

Data source : Eurostat.
Note: TOE refers to tonnes of oil equivalents.


