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Germany slows down renewable energy roll-out 

 
15/07/2016 
 

Environment analysis: The German government has put in place reforms to control the speed of the roll-out of 
green energy power sources. Douglas Bryden, partner and head of environment and operational risk at Travers 
Smith LLP, London looks at the issues behind the reforms. 
 

What has led the German government to put in place reforms to control the speed of the roll-
out of green energy power sources? 

This is just the latest in a number of recent reforms to Germany’s renewable energy laws intended to control the speed of 
development of renewable power. The German policy of ‘Energiewende’ made renewables the cornerstone of German 
energy policy in 2010, and was accelerated upon the post-Fukushima decision to retire the country’s nuclear fleet by 
2022. This contributed to a dramatic increase in the share of generation from renewable energy sources—from 6.3% in 
2000 to well over 30% now. However, a number of tensions have emerged. High levels of renewable subsidies have 
contributed to spiralling energy prices, a concern for the country’s powerful industrial base in particular. Further, 
Germany’s powerful conventional majors (such as RWE and E.ON) have struggled to adapt to the rapid transition as their 
coal and nuclear stations are retired. There are also concerns that Germany’s transmission infrastructure cannot cope 
with the uneven and rapid acceleration in renewable capacity (an abundance of onshore wind has been developed in the 
north of the country in particular). Legislation was therefore brought in to check subsidies in 2014, and plans were also put 
in place to introduce fuller and more open competition to the renewables market in 2017. Clearly the German government 
has been persuaded that continued action is necessary to further stabilise the transition to renewables.  
 

How far do these reforms go to address the tension between traditional power sources and 
the growing green energy sector? 

These reforms should give more time to traditional utilities such as E.ON and RWE to adapt to the transformation of the 
country’s electricity generation market, while at the same time helping to control energy costs, and so may diffuse some of 
the tension. More broadly, they also go some way towards accepting the argument that conventional power remains a 
critical part of the path to a lower carbon economy, and that too rapid a transition will cause excessive cost and disruption. 
Nevertheless it would be dangerous to read too much into the reforms—Germany appears to remain very much focused 
on renewables as its near term future, even if the pace of transition has been reined back. The government has been 
clear that it remains committed to increasing the share of renewables in electricity to 40–45% by 2025. 
 

What does this tell us about the development of the green energy sector in Germany and 
across Europe? 

As noted above, Germany remains a leading proponent of the development of green energy. Renewable energy also 
remains very much at the heart of EU energy policy. However the issue at the crux of these reforms—how to manage the 
transition and balancing the perceived high short term costs of renewable energy against the longer term costs of many 
traditional power sources—is one that is being wrestled with by policy makers across Europe. Many, such as the UK, are 
taking similar decisions to reduce renewables subsidies. It will be interesting to see whether any fall-out from Brexit, or 
other perceived risks to economies across Europe, leads to further reductions in renewables support or a slowing in the 
transition. Experience from the 2008 financial crisis has shown that Member States are often quick to cut green subsidies 
during times of economic hardship. However this may be counteracted by the decreasing costs of renewable energy as 
technology, and experience in the sector, develops. 
 

What lessons are being learnt as to the transfer towards green energy and the need to protect 
existing power suppliers? 
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That change must be carefully managed, and that the realities of economics, infrastructure and the market all need to be 
factored in. However, where governments are seeking to give more stability to the market and conventional power 
suppliers, they will need to be particularly wary of causing excessive instability and uncertainty in the renewables sector.  
 

With the UK government reducing green subsidies, how might the experience in Germany 
affect UK policy? 

Recent UK moves away from green subsidies have been well documented. Our clients have felt the effect of the 
aggressive and significant cuts to subsidies, particularly in the solar sector. The uncertainty created by the changing 
regimes (such as closure of the Renewables Obligation, the budget management mechanisms in the Renewable Heat 
Incentive, the auction aspects of Contracts for Difference) has made it a difficult environment for investors in the sector. 
The emerging UK policy position appears to be that the government, while generally supportive of green energy, will 
increasingly require renewable generators to ‘stand on their own two feet’. As the [then] Energy Minister Andrea Leadsom 
stated in a recent speech: ‘I make no apology for the fact that we have had to take some steps to reduce costs… in the 
long-term, it is the market that will decide the contributions of the different technologies’ (Utility Week Energy Summit). No 
doubt UK policy makers will see the experience in Germany, and recent reforms, as further justification for their stance. 

Douglas Bryden, partner, Travers Smith LLP, London, specialises in UK, EU and international environment, energy and 
regulatory law and policy.   

Interviewed by Evelyn Reid.  

The views expressed by our Legal Analysis interviewees are not necessarily those of the proprietor

 
 

About LexisNexis | Terms & Conditions | Privacy & Cookies Policy 
Copyright © 2015 LexisNexis. All rights reserved. 

http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/en-uk/about-us/about-us.page
http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/en-uk/online-license-agreement.page
http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/privacypolicy
http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/en-uk/copyright.page
http://www.lexisnexis.co.uk/en-uk/products/pslfreetrial.page

