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Dear friends,

I would like to thank you for the invitation and the opportunity to share some thoughts with you on decentralized energy supply and energy cooperatives utilizing Renewable Energy Systems. I have also recently organized a public hearing on RES Cooperative Enterprises and the participation of first class speakers like Dirk have helped make this event a great success. I will also host a 3days event in Athens, 6,7,8th of July on Social Cooperative Enterprises as a solution for job creation and way out of the crisis.   

As Margit Conrad, the former Environment Minister in Rhineland-Palatinate said, “The future of energy will be decentralized”. Being an ecologist my entire life, I have fought for decentralization of infrastructures in general, as well as for raising consciousness on the importance of civic engagement in environmental and climate protection as well as for citizens taking their future into their own hands. Hence, naturally I could not agree more with Magrit Conrad. However, decentralized RES energy production is not only supported by ecology but by significant legislative changes in the EU framework and also by common sense!  

It is clear that energy cooperatives go hand in hand with the implementation of decentralized energy production and are accompanied by a variety of advantages compared to the centralized way of producing energy.  

Advantages of energy cooperatives

1. First of all, energy cooperatives represent a more democratic way of doing business since each member has one vote.  

2. Moreover, citizen participation naturally increases acceptance in the local communities. This is particularly important in countries like Greece where suspicion dominates, thus hindering many efforts towards progress in the energy sector and elsewhere. 

3. The cooperative model strengthens efforts towards social integration and social cohesion since it brings people together in order to achieve a mutually beneficial goal. This again can play a key role in overcoming the economic crisis, a fundamental consequence of which is isolation, disappointment, and despair. This situation is reaching extremely alarming dimensions in countries like Greece and needs to be addressed in multiple ways. 

4. This decentralized energy production model provides competitive prices for the consumers and at the same time is associated with reduced energy consumption as the statistics from Ecopower in Belgium and Rescoop clearly show (-25%  in 4 years).  

5. In addition, participation in energy cooperatives is accompanied by only a small financial risk since liability of the cooperative is limited to the assets of the cooperative. Thus, energy cooperatives represent also a sound economic investment. 

6. Last but most importantly, energy cooperatives provide means for revitalizing local economies and creating new jobs. Something very important this period of economic, fianancial and social crisis.

The situation in Europe and Greece

A truly superb example of the potential that decentralized energy production shows towards revitalizing local economies is Güssing Austria. Güssing went from a small town of 500 people with no industry, small structured agriculture, bad traffic infrastructure, high rate of unemployment and high rate of migration, to a city with 3764 citizens, 1100 new jobs, and 50 new companies. This was accomplished mainly through the development of 3 local CHP plants and 4 district heating plants, which operate on locally produced biomass. It has led to 71% self-sufficiency in heat and electricity combined, which in turn, protected Gussing citizens from the rapidly increasing oil prices.    

In Germany also the news are encouraging as 430 cooperatives in the field of RES, environment and water have been established between 2006 and 2011, while the rate of increase of Ecopower clients in Belgium is also impressive as they showed a 20% increase in clients in just 1 year. Between 2010 and 2011 they went from 26600 to 32000 clients.

However, the situation is not uniformly positive all over Europe and that is where we all need to contribute on. Let us consider one simple example from my country, Greece consisting of a 300 MW wind park in 4 islands in the Aegean. If it is materialized as suggested in the traditional old-fashioned way, the local communities will have no participation in funding, practically all equipment will be imported, all labor will be outsourced, and all that while the municipalities (and through them the local communities) will receive only 1.7% of the revenue. Another example is Crete where a series of huge RES investments totaling 1100 MW is planned without the slightest discussion with the local communities, without any consideration of the true capacity for energy production from the island of Crete and without any serious consideration on the effects on the unique Cretan biodiversity. As if these weren’t enough, the go-ahead for this huge investment which also involves 3 interconnecting lines with the mainland in Athens and the Peloponnese, was given last week, days before the elections of 17th of June.  Hence, although sometimes exaggerated, the hostility of the local communities towards this type of RES investments is justified. NIMBY dominates even if we’re talking about RES, even if detailed reports exist which explain that the cost in Greece from climate change will reach the astronomical levels of 700 billion euro. 

This situation, which has been going on for years and is escalating due to the crisis results in an absurd economic as well as environmental paradox. Although the Aegean region, not including Crete, has a reported potential for energy production only from wind of more than 6000 MW, the non-interconnected islands utilize diesel and mazout for electricity production! This represents approximately 90% of the energy mixture in the islands and costs to the national economy approximately 700 million euro a year, solely as a fuel and salaries not including other associated expenses such as CO2 emission costs for example, or investments and repair costs of the corresponding plants. The side effects of the lack of rational approaches do not end here unfortunately. Since oil is imported and costs so much, the voices in Greece and elsewhere that support the return to locally extracted fossil fuels are disturbingly becoming stronger and stronger. It sounds as if the examples of Romania and Albania are not convincing enough of the fact that oil is not some kind of panacea for prosperity, or as if the dangers from accidents such as the ones in Mexico or the North Sea do not even exist, or as if the European countries including Greece have not agreed on the Energy Roadmap 2050 which sets a goal for 100% RES by the year 2050.           

Energy cooperatives provide a truly alternative route which can put an end to this nonsense “cycle” which leads from one wrong choice to the other. It is not only theoretical but can be practically implemented.  The starting point should be a design of the energy needs at the municipal and regional levels. To this end, I as regional councilor of the North Aegean Region, proposed such a plan with emphasis on the development of RES cooperatives and it was unanimously approved. Similar efforts are also underway in my homeland, the island of Sifnos and some other islands. However, these are small steps and we in Greece are in a situation where we need leaps. Leaps can only be accomplished by team efforts.  

What needs to be done

Judging from my interaction with people as well as municipal and regional authorities in Greece, I have come to realize that the number one priority as far as the development of RES energy cooperatives is concerned, is spreading the word! People are still very far from realizing their potential and are typically presented with only fractionated and biased facts about RES in general. However, the situation is not irreversible. People are willing to listen to reason but want a more objective presentation of facts. I am personally committed to helping overcome these obstacles and transforming the NIMBY into YIMBY because I am convinced that RES energy cooperatives represent a very suitable vehicle for sustainable prosperity, environmental protection and social cohesion.

In order to promote the synchronization between more and less well developed EU members in the RES energy cooperative sector, we need to develop a European-level mechanism with a predominately training and consulting role. There are several common steps in establishing a RES cooperative enterprise amongst all EU countries as well as common funding mechanisms. These need to be shared and everyone who is interested should be in a position to get in touch with such an exchange of experience service in order to ask simple questions, or ask for more in depth training. The cooperation between REScooperatives and interested groups in establishing a REScooperative is very useful.

Funding and start-up capital is obviously a key aspect in developing a RES energy cooperative.  Although member shares and mezzanine capital by members provide ways of generating equity from the local communities for the local communities, very frequently this is not enough and external funding is also necessary. This becomes a huge obstacle in countries in financial trouble where liquidity problems are enormous. Even if banks become successfully re-financed, there is no special motivation for them to invest in RES cooperatives especially in the current economic climate and the hostile environment that exists with respect to RES in several regions in Greece for example. Thus, a sensible solution would be a targeted re-direction of European funds and mainly Structural Funds in order to support RES energy cooperatives and other social enterprises.          

So, to answer your initial crucial question on whether citizens can lead Europe’s future energy strategy with RES Energy cooperatives, my answer is this: Yes, we can! …if we cooperate.

I would also invite you to the 3days event exhibitions, conference and workshop on “Social Economy and Social Cooperative Enterprises: a way-out from the crisis (job creation in crisis period)”  I will host in Athens on 6-7-8th of July 

Thank you for your attention!  
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