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The EU Election's 'Green Wave' Is

Set To Transform Energy Policy

Energy

Dave Keating Contributor

Despite many predictions, Europe’s far-right Eurosceptic parties, recently
galvanized by former Donald Trump advisor Steve Bannon, failed to increase
their seats in this weekend’s elections for the European Parliament. But one
political group was able to defy expectations and come higher than polls
predicted – the European Greens.

Germany's Ska Keller, co-leader of the European Green Party, says the Greens will play a more dominant role

in the new term of the European Parliament starting in July. (AP Photo/Francisco Seco)
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Though their victories were limited to Western European countries, the group as
a whole, which combines national Green parties from across the continent,
increased their number of seats in the European Parliament from 52 to 67.They
had particularly shocking victories in Germany, where they came second, the UK,
where they beat both Labour and the Conservatives, and France, where they went
from virtually non-existent to the third-largest party. Ireland and Finland also
saw huge gains for the Greens.

Initial exit polling suggests that these gains were due primarily to an increase in
turnout among young people – though the Greens’ support was by no means
limited to the young. Europe has been rocked by protests by young people
demanding action on climate change in recent months, which has already moved
the needle in the mainstream political debate. But even recent moves my
mainstream parties to have more ambitious climate policies was not enough for
voters tired of political inaction.

The two main political families which have between them controlled EU politics
since these elections began in 1979 – the center-left Party of European Socialists
and the center-right European Peoples Party, both lost about 40 seats each. For
the first time in the history of the European Parliament, they will not between
them have a governing majority.

That means they will have to ally with some of the other parties, and both have
already made entreaties to the Greens. The leaders of both centrist camps
congratulated the Greens on their victory and noted that voters were clearly
asking for more action on climate change. Manfred Weber, the leader of the EPP,
has been particularly eager to court the Greens – an unusual move from a
conservative group.

But the Greens have already indicated that they will demand significant policy
concessions as the price for joining an alliance with either of the main parties. At
the very least, these can be expected to include increased 2030 and 2050 emissions
reduction targets, a strengthened EU Emissions Trading System, and tighter
targets on transport emissions.
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If the Greens' support is necessary to secure confirmation of the next European
Commission president and his or her college of 27 commissioners, it can be
expected that they will demand that the Commission commit to some specific
new emissions reduction proposals in exchange for their support.

“For us it’s a big task and a great responsibility to now put voters’ trust into
concrete action to concrete climate protection, into promotion of the social
Europe, as well as democracy in the rule of law – here into practice in the
European parliament,” said Ska Keller, a German MEP who is the group’s co-
leader in the European Parliament.

Philippe Lamberts, a Belgian MEP who is the other co-leader, said that the result
shows that recent conversions on Green issues by the mainstream parties was not
convincing to voters. “We have begun to see that all of our competitors are
beginning to speak about ecological policies and Green policies and so things
have changed,” he said. “You all know that when citizens have a choice they often
if not always opt for the original option and not any copycats.”

The Thunberg Effect

The past months have seen intense climate protests across Europe, in a
movement led by the Swedish teenager Greta Thunberg. The effects are already
being seen in the changing rhetoric of Europe’s parties on the right of the political
spectrum.

Parties within the Party of European Socialists and the Green political families
have for years called for stronger EU action on climate change. But now those
calls are being matched by the European Peoples Party and the European alliance
of economic Liberals (ALDE).

The lead candidates of both of these parties, who are in the running to become
the next EU Commission president, have both given far more attention to climate
change than politicians on their side of the political spectrum usually do. Both the
EPP’s Manfred Weber and ALDE’s Margrethe Vestager said during the campaign
they would greatly increase the EU’s action to combat climate change if they
become president.
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This is a distinct change compared to the EPP and ALDE’s stance on climate
policy over the past five year term. A recent study by the environmental group
Climate Action Network Europe evaluating the parties’ climate action in the
current term deemed the EPP to be a “climate dinosaur” scoring just 14.3% - at
the very bottom of the pack. ALDE didn’t fare much better, coming in the middle
of the ranking at 38%. The Liberals were deemed to be “delayers, who generally
support climate action, but do not act with the required urgency:.

“In the last five years conservative and centre parties in the European Parliament
have not done enough to stand up for European citizens and protect them from
the climate crisis,” says Wendel Trio, the groups’ director. “The youth climate
strikes created the momentum for all politicians’ to acknowledge that climate
change is a topic they can no longer ignore.”

The change in tone has also been seen from Europe’s national politicians.
Although just a few months ago German Chancellor Angela Merkel was
suggesting that the climate protesters might be being organized by Russia, last
week she cited the protests as a motivating factor for her changing her mind
about supporting a ‘net zero’ decarbonisation target for 2050.

Environmentalists say they are going to work overtime in the weeks following the
European election to make sure these politicians keep their climate promises –
particularly when it comes to the delicate group formation process in the
parliament in July and the commissioner confirmation hearings in September.

"After the European elections we will hold MEPs accountable and make sure that
their promises are followed by concrete measures to tackle the climate
emergency,” says Trio. “We need a broad alliance of MEPs across the political
spectrum fighting for a cleaner, safer and more prosperous Europe.”
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Dave Keating is a reporter in Brussels who has been covering EU politics and policy for 12

years.
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