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RENEWABLE ENERGY POLICY IN THE 
EUROPEAN UNION
Is there a firm foundation for the EU’s 2030 
renewable energy targets?

By MARTIJN GERRITSEN

INTRODUCTION

During the 1970s and 1980s, the focus for renewable energy in the European Union (EU) was 
on research and technological development (Blok, 2006). In the 1990s, however, the emphasis 
gradually shifted to the “actual implementation” of renewable energy policies in the EU (p. 251). 
In 1995, for example, a White Paper1 was drafted that recognised renewable energy sources as a 
factor to help achieve the Paper’s objectives for improved competitiveness, security of supply, and 
protection of the environment (Kannellakis et al., 2013). Two years later, “an indicative target of 

1    European Commission (1995, December). An Energy Policy for the European Union, COM(95)682.
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a 12% share of Renewable Energy Sources (RES) in total final energy consumption by 2010” was 
agreed upon2 (p. 1021). This first target for RES deployment in the European Union formed the 
basis for two Directives formulating requirements for EU member states concerning the RES 
share in the electricity and transport sectors: Directive 2011/77/EC, which outlined that the RES 
share in electricity consumption for the EU-273 should at least increase to 21% by 2010, each 
member state being assigned an individual target share; and Directive 2003/30/EC, which set a 
target share of 5.75% for biofuels in the total use of diesel and petrol transport fuel for all member 
states (Klessmann et al., 2011). Kannellakis et al. (2013) mention that “[c]ontinued policy sup-
port from a large number of member states and the [European] Commission led to significant 
progress” on renewable energy use in the EU since 1990, but that “the framework established 
from the first RES directives was proven too loose to help towards the achievement of the 2010 
renewable electricity and biofuels targets” (p. 1021). In 2007, the EU, shifting its focus to 2020, 
decided to set a new, binding RES target share of 20% to strive for during the 2010-2020 period 
(Council of the European Union, 2007). This target was incorporated in a legislative framework 
under Directive 2009/28/EC, or the Renewable Energy Directive (RED), which meant to over-
look the future deployment of RES in the EU. Almost halfway through the timeframe of this RED, 
the EU has introduced new RES targets for the 2020-2030 period with the approval of the 2030 
Framework for Climate and Energy by the European Council on 24 October, 2014 (European 
Commission, Energy and climate goals for 2030, n.d.). With this 2030 Framework, the European 
Union has committed itself to new objectives concerning the reduction of greenhouse gas (GHG) 
emissions, the increase in the use of renewable forms of energy, and the enhancement of energy 
efficiency within its borders.

The defining of overall climate and energy targets within the EU for the 2020-2030 period is an 
ambitious follow-up of the 2020 goals that were outlined in Directive 2009/28/EC on the promo-
tion of the use of energy from renewable sources. The successful achievement of this Directive’s 
targets by 2020 is, according to EU estimates, considered to be very likely, while it is also assumed 
that the adoption of the RED and its corresponding targets and policies will “yield many mac-
roeconomic benefits and contribute to smart and sustainable (‘green’) growth” (European Com-
mission, Europe 2020 targets: climate change and energy, n.d.), thereby significantly boosting the 
competitive and sustainable character of the European energy economy.

What is relevant to be asked in this context, however, is whether the drafting of the 2030 Frame-
work is indeed as solidly founded on successful achievements reported with regard to the RED as 
the EU would like to believe. To what extent has the member state implementation of Directive 
2009/28/EC been effective and, more importantly, to what extent has this implementation of the 
Directive by the member states genuinely spurred the EU’s progress towards its 2020 climate and 
energy goals? Only if appropriate empirical evidence can be found for, firstly, the successful im-
plementation of the RED on the member state-level and, secondly, for the assumption that this 
implementation of the RED by the member states constitutes a solid ‘foundation’ from which 
further progress can be made towards meeting the climate and energy targets of the EU, can the 

2    European Commission (1997, November 26). Energy for the future: Renewable sources of energy, White 
Paper for a Community Strategy and Action Plan, COM(97)599 final.

3    EU-27: European Union with 27 member states included (before accession of Croatia in 2013).
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EU’s extension of its energy targets to 2030 be explained and justified.
This paper therefore aims to evaluate the effectiveness of the adoption of the RED in driving the 

EU’s progress towards its 2020 targets by critically assessing the implementation of the Directive 
on the member state-level, as well as by analysing the relative performance of individual member 
states with regard to achieving their individually set targets for 2020. To this end, the policy ef-
fectiveness of individual member states as of 2012 with respect to 2009 will be calculated. These 
findings will, in turn, be used to evaluate whether there appears to be a relatively solid empirical 
foundation for the EU’s claims to success regarding the implementation of the RED since 2009 
and whether it is justifiable for the EU to extend the timeframe and scope of its climate and en-
ergy targets on this basis. This paper focuses on the targets set by the EU concerning the overall 
share of renewable energy sources in member states’ gross final energy consumption for 2020 and 
2030.

In order to be able to analyse whether sufficient progress has been made by member states until 
now in terms of meeting the targets set for 2030, it is essential to first fully understand what the 
2030 Framework entails exactly, as well as to get a complete insight into the preceding policy 
measures concerning the deployment of RES as taken by the EU. The following section of this 
paper will therefore elaborate on the content of the 2030 Framework for Climate and Energy and 
the policy context in which it has arisen. Particular attention will be paid to the 2030 Framework’s 
close links with the RED.

NEW AMBITIONS FOR THE EU: THE 2030 FRAMEWORK FOR CLIMATE AND 
ENERGY AND ITS PRECEDING POLICY FOUNDATIONS

In the 2030 Framework for Climate and Energy, as it was adopted on 24 October of this year, 
four main targets were set out for the EU for the period until 2030 (European Commission, En-
ergy and climate goals for 2030, n.d.). First of all, “a binding EU target of at least 40% reduction 
of greenhouse gas emissions by 2030, compared to 1990” (Ibid.) was outlined. Secondly, it was 
agreed upon that at least 27% of the energy used at the EU level should originate from renewable 
energy sources (RES) by 2030. This target is also binding in nature. Thirdly, the energy efficiency 
within the EU should increase by at least 27% – a target that is to be reviewed by 2020, the actual 
aim for the EU being a 30% increase by 2030. Lastly, a greater move towards the completion of the 
internal energy market at the EU level is aspired through interconnecting at least 10% of member 
states’ installed electricity production capacity (European Commission, 2015) and through push-
ing forward important infrastructure projects for the 2020-2030 period.

The targets as described above should be placed in a broader policy context and timeframe, as 
they have been drafted largely in accordance with the longer term perspectives on GHG emis-
sions reduction, renewable energy production, energy efficiency, and energy system moderniza-
tion that the EU communicated in 2011 through its Roadmap for moving to a competitive low 
carbon economy in 2050 (European Commission, 2013a, p. 3). This Roadmap “sets out key ele-
ments that should shape the EU’s climate action helping the EU become a competitive low carbon 
economy by 2050” and that would enable the EU to achieve greenhouse gas emission reductions 
of 80-95% by 2050 as compared to 1990 levels. These reductions would be in line with estimates 
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of required emission cuts for the near future made by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), as well as with the most recent international political agreements on climate 
change in Copenhagen and Cancun (European Commission, 2011a, p. 3).

Based on the responses of stakeholders to the Green Paper on designing a policy framework 
for climate and energy targets for the period until 2030 that was published by the Commission 
in 2013, the resulting policy framework for the 2030 energy targets emphasizes the importance 
of guaranteeing the competitiveness, affordability, and security of energy supply, as well as of 
energy resources within the EU (European Commission, 2014, p. 3). These emphases on security 
of energy supply and competitiveness of the EU energy industries are also clearly reflected in the 
Commission’s Energy Roadmap 2050, which was published in combination with the White Paper 
on Transport and the Energy Efficiency Plan in 2011 (European Commission, 2013a, p. 3). In 
this particular Roadmap, various future scenarios for the EU’s energy situation are hypothesised, 
described, and analysed. Most interesting with regard to the scope of this study is that in the 
Energy Roadmap, “[t]he share of renewable energy [sources] rises substantially in all scenarios, 
achieving at least 55% in gross final energy consumption in 2050” and the highest estimated 
potential share amounting to 97% (European Commission, 2011b, p. 7). Apparently, in all of the 
possible scenarios to move towards a low carbon economy by 2050, the increased use of RES is 
an essentiality.

Using these different potential energy pathways outlined in the Energy Roadmap as an indica-
tion of the needed changes with respect to the EU’s current energy system and goals, the Council 
of the European Union eventually concluded the following concerning the EU’s target for RES in 
its report on the adoption of the 2030 Framework:

“An EU target of at least 27% is set for the share of renewable energy consumed in the EU 
in 2030. This target will be binding at EU level. It will be fulfilled through Member States’ 
contributions guided by the need to deliver collectively the EU target without preventing 
Member States from setting their own more ambitious national targets and supporting them, 
in line with the state aid guidelines, as well as taking into account their degree of integration 
in the internal energy market. The integration of rising levels of intermittent renewable en-
ergy requires a more interconnected internal energy market and appropriate back up, which 
should be coordinated as necessary at regional level.” (Council of the European Union, 2014, 
p. 5)

Two components of this conclusion can be directly related to the EU’s most recent legal contri-
bution concerning RES that preceded the 2030 Framework – Directive 2009/28/EC on the pro-
motion of the use of energy from renewable resources or, in other words, the Renewable Energy 
Directive (RED), that was entered into force by the European Parliament and the Council on 23 
April 2009. The first aspect that is included in both the 2030 Framework and the RED is a binding 
target for the share of RES in the total energy consumption at the EU level. The second shared 
characteristic of both the Framework and the Directive is the liberty that the member states are 
being granted in deciding on and implementing appropriate measures required for their adher-
ence to the EU target as set in each respective policy format.

These similarities between the 2030 Framework and the RED are the result of the fact that the 
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2030 policy framework, according to the Commission, “should be based on full implementation 
of the 20/20/20 targets” (European Commission, 2014, p. 3) that were set in 2009. The so-called 
20/20/20 targets refer to the EU’s aspiration to have, by 2020 – as compared to 1990-levels – re-
duced GHG emissions by 20%, increased the share of RES in the total energy consumption by 
20%, and enhanced the efficiency of energy use in the EU by 20%. The adoption of the RED by 
the EU in 2009 constituted the legal basis deemed necessary by the EU to meet the 20% target for 
the use of RES within its ‘20/20/20’ climate and energy policy. In addition, it also means to create 
a policy environment sufficiently conducive to meeting the 20% targets regarding GHG emission 
reduction and energy efficiency increase. Put in this context, therefore, the RED can be perceived 
as the leading legal framework on which the aspirations outlined in the 2030 Framework are 
founded; effective and successful implementation of the RED could – and should – be seen, in 
this regard, as a prerequisite for the potential success of the 2030 Framework.

The next section of this paper will describe the key targets of and the relevant policy back-
ground for the RED. This is done so as to be able to meaningfully evaluate the effectiveness and 
successfulness of the Directive’s implementation, which will be done in the fourth section of this 
article.

THE RENEWABLE ENERGY DIRECTIVE: KEY TARGETS AND POLICY BACK-
GROUND

The Renewable Energy Directive comprises several important points that are worth to be ad-
dressed in more detail (Directive 2009/28/EC, 2009). First of all, the Directive states that each 
member state has to ensure that the share of energy from renewable sources at least equals the 
mandatory national overall target for the use of energy from RES that has been assigned to this 
state by the Commission (Article 3.1). This assigned national overall target for RES is binding. 
At the EU level, a target of a 20% share of RES in the gross final energy consumption for the EU 
has been included in the Directive (Article 3.1). Secondly, member states are expected to obtain 
at least 10% of their energy used for transport from renewable sources (Article 3.4). Thirdly, the 
Directive lays substantial focus on the promotion of the use of biomass for energy and electricity 
generation, as well as on the use of biofuels and bioliquids, particularly in the transport sectors 
of the member states (Articles 17, 18, and 19). Fourthly, according to article 16 of the Directive, 
member states should undertake “appropriate steps to develop transmission and distribution grid 
infrastructure, intelligent networks, storage facilities and the electricity system,” so as to allow for 
a more extensive contribution of RES to the overall electricity production within the member 
state individually and the EU as a whole.

Lastly, member states need to “introduce measures effectively designed to ensure that the share 
of energy from renewable sources equals or exceeds that shown in the indicative trajectory” for 
that specific state (Article 3.2). The first way in which this is aimed to achieve is incorporated in 
article 4 of the Directive. This article puts forward that every member state is obliged to develop 
a National Renewable Energy Action Plan (NREAP) that outlines the policy measures this state 
will take to reach its RES targets. Moreover, each member state should duly report on the progress 
that is being made concerning the use of RES and on the successfulness of its proposed NREAP 
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every two years after the adoption of the RED (Article 16). Until now, two progress reports – 
those of 2011 and 2013 – have been issued by the large majority of the member states. Another 
key point in the Directive that is concerned with the introduction of appropriate measures by 
the member states is that, under article 7, “[t]wo or more Member States may cooperate on all 
types of joint projects relating to the production of electricity, heating or cooling from renewable 
energy sources. That cooperation may involve private operators” (emphasis added). Articles 8, 9, 
and 10 further detail how joint projects could be set up by the member states. Such joint projects 
comprise, together with statistical transfers4 – covered under article 6 of the RED – and joint 
support schemes5 – focused on in article 11 – the available “cooperation mechanisms by which 
Member States can join together to develop renewable energy sources” (European Commission, 
2011c, p. 12).

The adoption of the Renewable Energy Directive in April 2009 consequently led to the repeal of 
Directive 2001/77/EC on the promotion of electricity produced from renewable energy sources 
in the internal electricity market, which entered into force on 27 September 2001, as well as of 
Directive 2003/30/EC on the promotion of the use of biofuels or other renewable fuels for trans-
port, which entered into force on 8 May 2003 (Directive 2009/28/EC, 2009, p. L140/16). As the 
RED included several new standards, regulations, and targets concerning both the renewable 
electricity generation sector and the use of biofuels in transport, the previous two Directives were 
out-dated once the RED entered into force. The most important aspects of the RED have been 
largely based on the findings and recommendations that were presented by the Commission of 
the European Communities in the Renewable Energy Roadmap 2050, published in January 2007 
(Commission of the European Communities, 2007). The Renewable Energy Roadmap has, essen-
tially, set the precedent for the EU to design and pass policy measures that are founded on longer 
term perspectives and scenarios on climate and energy measures; the earlier discussed Roadmaps 
drafted in 2011 – the Energy Roadmap and the Roadmap for moving to a competitive low carbon 
economy in 2050 – have, namely, also highly influenced the policy decisions made for establish-
ing the 2030 Framework.

THE RENEWABLE ENERGY DIRECTIVE: ASSESSING ITS EFFECTIVENESS IN 
SPURRING RES DEPLOYMENT

As was already put forward in the second part of this paper, the RED can, to a large extent, be 
seen to embody the policy framework on which the new 2030 Framework is based. From this 
observation, one may assume that the potential success of the 2030 Framework mainly depends 

4    Statistical transfers involve the ‘selling’ of amounts of renewable energy by a state with a surplus to another 
state with a renewable energy production deficit. The amount of renewable energy transferred may be added to 
the receiving member state’s renewable energy production, whilst it shall be subtracted from the renewable energy 
production from the exporting member state (European Commission, 2011c, p. 12).

5    One speaks of joint support schemes when two or more member states “agree to harmonize all or part of their 
support schemes for developing renewable energy, to clearly integrate the energy into the single market, and share 
out the production” (European Commission, 2011c, p. 12).
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on the extent to which the RED is effectively and successfully implemented and can act as a solid 
‘foundation’ for the potential achievement of the newer and more ambitious energy targets for 
2030. In order to determine whether the RED does indeed constitute such a convincing foun-
dation, an analysis of the member state implementation of the RED and the effectiveness of this 
implementation with regard to the relative achievement of the set national overall RES targets for 
2020 will be performed.

Analysing implementation success of the RED

1. Policy Effectiveness Indicator

The main challenge in this regard is, however, defining how to measure the effectiveness of pol-
icy implementation by member states. All member states will, namely, have to adhere to differ-
ent targets and will make use of a varying range of policy instruments to achieve these targets, 
complicating the performing of cross-country analyses and comparisons. Academic studies have 
employed various methods to measure the successfulness of the implementation of the RED. The 
European Commission, for instance, has looked at the degree to which administrative barriers 
were removed by individual member states, to what extent the electricity grid of the member state 
was improved and extended, and whether the support schemes used by the member state were 
designed in a cost-effective, market-oriented manner (European Commission, 2013c). A study 
performed by ECOFYS, has, alternatively, assessed the effectiveness of policies implemented by 
the member state and the administrative burden for implementing RES policies as present within 
the member state (Peters et al., 2012). A more theoretical stance with regard to the success of 
implementation of EU law and policy is presented by Knill and Liefferink (2007). They distin-
guish between assessing implementation successfulness on the basis of policy output – whether 
the implemented policies lead to the achieving of the goals or targets set – and on the basis of 
policy outcome – the extent to which the policies implemented have desired consequences. They 
also differentiate between a ‘top-down’ approach to policy implementation and a ‘bottom-up’ 
approach. A ‘top-down’ approach would imply that “implementation success is judged on the 
basis of a comparison between the intended and actually achieved outcome” (p. 152), whilst a 
‘bottom-up’ approach to policy implementation judges success “by the extent to which the per-
ceived outcomes correspond with the preferences of the actors involved in the implementation 
process” (p. 153).

Although the actual successfulness of the implementation of the RED would be best evaluated 
by taking both a ‘top-down’ and a ‘bottom-up’ approach, the quantification of policy effectiveness 
is most easily done by taking a ‘top-down’ approach to the policy outputs realised. This is why, 
in order to be able to perform a valid cross-country analysis and comparison of the effectiveness 
of the policy implementation of the member states, a universal indicator that can quantify this 
policy output effectiveness needs to be used. An example of such an indicator is the Policy Effec-
tiveness Indicator (PEI) as introduced by Held et al. (2010) in their study on the performance of 
renewable energy support policies. Klessmann et al. (2011) have used this same indicator in their 
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evaluation of RES deployment for several specific sectors in the EU6. For this particular study, the 
PEI will, therefore, be used to quantify the effectiveness of the policies that the individual mem-
ber states have implemented to reach the mandatory national overall RES target that they were 
assigned by the EU following the adoption of the RED in 20097. Calculations of the policy effec-
tiveness will be made using data on the share of RES in the gross final energy consumption of the 
years 2009, 2012 and 2013 that were extracted from the Eurostat database (2015a). The formula 
for calculating the policy effectiveness is the following:

E = (B-A) / C

E = policy effectiveness of member state in the year n (with respect to 2009)
B = share of RES in gross final energy consumption of member state in year n
A = share of RES in gross final energy consumption of member state in 2009
C = ‘target deficit’ (i.e. difference between the RES target share for 2020 and the share of RES 
in gross final energy consumption of member state in 2009)

An exemplary visual representation of the calculation of the PEI is given in figure 1. For this 
study, however, different kinds of factors have been taken into account. A and B refer to the share 
of renewable energy in the gross final energy consumption of that member state in two different 
years, with A denoting the share of RES in 2009, the year in which the RED was adopted, and B 
referring to the share of RES in 2012, the year of which the most recent data are available for all 
member states. C comprises the ‘target deficit’ or, in simpler terms, the difference between the 
2020 ‘target share’ and the 2009 share of RES in the gross final energy consumption of the mem-
ber state. E would, for this paper’s analysis, then refer to the eventual policy effectiveness of a 
particular member state as of 2012, with respect to 2009, the ‘starting’ year of this member state’s 
policy implementation.

6    In their study’s appendix, Klessmann et al. (2011) have extensively described how the PEI works, on what 
factors it is based, and what the indicator’s strengths and shortcomings are. Please refer to their work for a more 
in-depth analysis of the calculation measure utilised in this study.

7    Under the RED, there are three main sectors for which the increased incorporation of RES is of particular 
importance. These are the generation of electricity (RES-E), the use of energy in transport (RES-T), and the use of 
energy in terms of heating and cooling (RES-H&C). The scope of this paper does, however, not allow for an exten-
sive analysis of each of these RES sectors. There is, in addition, not enough data to be found on each of the three 
sectors for performing a sound analysis and comparison. For serving the purposes of this paper, therefore, only 
the member states’ overall RES share in their gross final energy consumption will be looked at. Data on the share 
of renewable energy in gross final energy consumption for each member state were extracted from the Eurostat 
database, hereafter referred to as Eurostat, 2015a: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Ener-
gy_from_renewable_sources#Further_Eurostat_information. 
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Figure 1: Example indicating how the Policy Effectiveness Indicator was used by Held et al. (2010, p. 6); in this case 
referring to the growth and existing potential for biogas in the UK in 2003.

2. Policy effectiveness scores of individual member states and the EU

In this study, shares of RES in the total final energy consumption in the years 2012 and 2013 for 
each member state have been compared to these member states’ corresponding 2020 target shares 
for RES as mentioned in the RED8. An overview of these respective RES share and target values 
is given in table 1; figure 2 provides a visual representation of said values. Using the formula de-
scribed in the previous section and above-mentioned values, the policy effectiveness scores for 
2012 and 2013 were calculated for each member state. The resulting scores, including average 
scores for the 2012-2013 period, are given in table 2. A visual representation of these scores is 
provided by figure 3. 

8    Of the current 28 member states, Croatia has not been included in the analysis. This is because the country 
only entered the EU in 2013, which is beyond this study’s timeframe.

European Policy Review
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Country 2012 (%) 2013 (%) Target 2020 (%)
Austria 32.1 32.6 34.0
Belgium 7.4 7.9 13.0
Bulgaria 16.0 19.0 16.0
Czech Republic 11.4 12.4 13.0
Cyprus 6.8 8.1 13.0
Denmark 25.6 27.2 30.0
Estonia 25.8 25.6 25.0
Finland 34.5 36.8 38.0
France 13.6 14.2 23.0
Germany 12.1 12.4 18.0
Greece 13.4 15.0 18.0
Hungary 9.5 9.8 13.0
Ireland 7.3 7.8 16.0
Italy 15.4 16.7 17.0
Latvia 35.8 37.1 40.0
Lituania 21.7 23.0 23.0
Luxembourg 3.1 3.6 11.0
Malta 2.7 3.8 10.0
Netherlands 4.5 4.5 14.0
Poland 10.9 11.3 15.0
Portugal 25.0 25.7 31.0
Romania 22.8 23.9 24.0
Slovenia 20.2 21.5 25.0
Slovakia 10.4 9.8 14.0
Spain 14.3 15.4 20.0
Sweden 51.1 52.1 50.0
United Kingdom 4.2 5.1 15.0
EU-28 14.3 15.0 20.0

Table 1: Share of renewable energy sources in total final energy consumption of EU-289 and individual member 
states in the years 2012 and 2013, as well as target share for 2012 for each member state decided on in the Renewable 
Energy Directive in 2009.

9    EU-28: European Union with 28 member states included (after accession of Croatia in 2013).
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Country 2012 2013 Average 2012-2013
Austria 0.49 0.62 0.55
Belgium 0.28 0.35 0.31
Bulgaria 1.00 1.79 1.39
Czech Republic 0.64 0.87 0.76
Cyprus 0.16 0.34 0.25
Denmark 0.56 0.72 0.64
Estonia 1.40 1.30 1.35
Finland 0.46 0.82 0.64
France 0.12 0.18 0.15
Germany 0.27 0.31 0.29
Greece 0.52 0.68 0.60
Hungary 0.30 0.36 0.33
Ireland 0.20 0.25 0.22
Italy 0.80 0.96 0.88
Latvia 0.26 0.49 0.38
Lituania 0.57 1.00 0.78
Luxembourg 0.02 0.09 0.06
Malta 0.26 0.37 0.31
Netherlands 0.04 0.04 0.04
Poland 0.35 0.41 0.38
Portugal 0.09 0.20 0.14
Romania 0.08 0.92 0.50
Slovenia 0.20 0.42 0.31
Slovakia 0.23 0.11 0.17
Spain 0.19 0.34 0.26
Sweden 1.61 2.17 1.89
United Kingdom 0.10 0.18 0.14
EU-28 0.30 0.38 0.34

Table 2: Policy effectiveness scores for the EU-28 and individual member states for the years 2012 and 2013, and the 
average policy effectiveness score for the period of 2012-2013.

European Policy Review
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Figure 2: The share of RES in the total final energy consumption of EU member states in the years 2012 and 2013. 
Each member state’s RES target share for 2020 is indicated by the horizontal green lines with corresponding percent-
age values.

Renewable Energy Policy in the European Union
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Figure 3: The policy effectiveness scores for each of the individual member states for the years 2012 and 2013 as com-
pared to 2009. The higher this score is for a member state, the more effective its implemented policies have been in 
progressing towards its individual binding national target share for RES in its final gross energy consumption. Note 
that a score with a value higher than 1 indicates that the corresponding member state had already achieved its RES 
target share for 2020 in 2012 or 2013. The three horizontal lines represent the break values that have been used to 
classify the member states in terms of their relative policy effectiveness (0.15, 0.40, and 1.00).
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On the basis of the calculated scores for 2012, the EU member states can be divided into four 
main groups concerning the effectiveness of the policies they have implemented to make progress 
toward their individual binding RES target share. The break values that have been used for this 
classification – 0.15, 0.40, and 1.00 – are also indicated in figure 3.

The first group consists of the member states with weak policy effectiveness (i.e. the lowest 
scores: <0.15) – these include Portugal, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, France, the United King-
dom, and Romania. In order to meet their target share of RES by 2020, these member states will 
have to make substantial improvements to their policy frameworks. Portugal and Luxembourg 
especially lag behind in this regard.

The second group of member states (with scores in the range of 0.15-0.4), consisting of Bel-
gium, Cyprus, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, Latvia, Malta, Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, and Spain, 
has implemented a moderately strong policy framework to meet the various target shares. Prog-
ress towards the 2020 targets has been more convincing for this group of member states than for 
the first group, but a lot of work still needs to be done in the remaining timeframe so as to be able 
to meet the target shares accordingly.

Austria, the Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Greece, Italy, and Lithuania all belong to the 
third group of member states (with a score range of 0.4-1.0), comprising those states that have put 
in place a strong set of policies to adhere to their national binding targets. These member states 
may be considered to be on the right track in meeting their desired shares of RES timely, correct-
ly, and effectively – although it must be said that there is no room for complacency.

The last group (scores >1.0), made up of Bulgaria, Estonia, and Sweden, clearly represents those 
member states with the strongest implemented policy frameworks; they had, eight years before 
the ‘deadline’, already exceeded their national binding target shares. Sweden clearly leads the way 
in progressing towards the 2020 goals of the EU.

According to the distinction that was made for evaluating the relative effectiveness of adopted 
policy frameworks, the EU as a whole belongs to the moderately performing actors, which would 
mean that considerable progress still remains to be made in order to reach the overall EU target 
of 20% by 2020. This result is also reflected in the fact that a considerable majority of the member 
states studied (17 out of 27) still belongs to the two least-performing groups based on 2012 data. 
As of 2012, its overall RES share was 14.1%, which means an additional increase of 6% is needed 
to attain the desired share of 20% by 2020 (Eurostat, 2015a).

Looking at the policy effectiveness scores of the ‘weak’ group of member states for the year 
2013, it is interesting to note that France, Portugal and the United Kingdom all receive a score that 
corresponds with ‘moderately strong’ implemented policies, instead of with ‘weak’ implementa-
tion in 2012. Especially Portugal has, based on the two calculated PEI scores, significantly im-
proved – its 2013 score has more than doubled compared to 2012 (0.20 versus 0.09, respectively). 
The UK’s score also improved by 75%: 0.10 for 2012 and 0.18 in 2013. The most striking changes 
when comparing 2012 and 2013 PEI scores are constituted by Romania and Slovakia. The for-
mer’s 2012 score, 0.08, rose to 0.92 in 2013, as it had then almost reached its RES target share of 
24% for 2020. With this, Romania belongs to the ‘strong’ policy implementing member states in 
2013. The latter member state’s PEI score has, contrarily, more than halved between 2012 and 
2013. This can be ascribed to the decrease in its RES share during said period: from 10.4 to 9.8%.

From the member states that belong to the ‘moderately strong’ policy implementation group as 
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based on their PEI scores for 2012, only Latvia, Poland, and Slovenia can be classified as ‘strong’ 
policy implementers in 2013. The other eight members of the group have only limitedly made 
progress toward their RES target share for 2020 between 2012 and 2013 and are therefore still 
‘moderately strong’ performers.

The third group classification that has been made based on 2012 scores – containing those 
member states that have effectively put in place ‘strong’ RES policies – have all seen their PEI 
scores increase between 2012 and 2013. Worth noting is that from these member states, however, 
only Lithuania’s score has increased to 1.0, indicating that it has already fully achieved its 2020 
target share in 2013 (23%). In addition, both Italy and the Czech Republic have significantly am-
plified their effectiveness scores to values close to 1.0: 0.96 and 0.87, respectively.

When analysing the fourth and last classification group, it can be seen that, on the one hand, 
the PEI scores for Sweden and Bulgaria have risen substantially, whilst, on the other hand, the 
score for Estonia has gone down in 2013 as compared to 2012. Bulgaria’s progression particularly 
stands out, as its PEI score increased by almost 79% (from 1.00 to 1.79, respectively). Due to a 
1%-increase in RES share for Sweden between 2012 and 2013, its PEI score has become signifi-
cantly higher as well (from 1.61 in 2012 to 2.17 in 2013). Contradictorily, Estonia features a slight 
decrease in terms of PEI scores over the period studied (1.40 to 1.30). This decline is, however, 
only small and – when looking at the 0.2% percentage value decrease of the member state’s RES 
shares – almost negligible.

The EU as a whole still belongs to the ‘moderately strong’ group in terms of policy effective-
ness in 2013, even though its PEI score rose with almost 30% between 2012 and 2013 (from 0.30 
to 0.38). In addition, a smaller number of member states belongs to the two worst-performing 
groups compared to 2012: 13 out of 27 had implemented ‘weak’ or ‘moderately strong’ policies in 
2013. This means that four countries have made significant progress towards their respective RES 
target shares for 2020. As of 2013, the EU needed to increase its RES share with an additional 5% 
in order to achieve its overall target set in the RED.

3. Analysis and comparison of policy effectiveness results for member states

Analysing the results of the performed calculations gives rise to a number of interesting obser-
vations. First of all, based on the policy effectiveness performance of 2012, there appears to be a 
considerably large group of member states – a sizeable majority of 17 out of 27 countries studied 
– that is still underperforming and should review and reconsider their policy framework for the 
remaining time period until 2020. Six of these member states will, if urgent policy framework 
adjustments are not applied, not reach their individually binding targets for RES shares, assum-
ing that this is the case for the member states in the lowest policy effectiveness category. There is, 
however, also a considerably large group of ‘moderate’ performers within the EU. These member 
states will, if they can manage to sustain the effectiveness of existing policies and incorporate new 
effective measures, be able to reach the mandatory target that they were set. Most interestingly, 
there is a highly selective group of ‘outperformers’, consisting of only three member states: Swe-
den, Estonia, and Bulgaria. In general, there seems to be a fairly large dichotomy between the 
‘outperformers’ and the other member states within the EU when it comes to effective implemen-
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tation of the RED; the effectiveness scores of the member states in the highest group are more 
than five times as high as compared to the EU’s overall effectiveness score. 

For further analysis of the resulting data, a distinction will be made between four groups of 
member states on the basis of their commonly acknowledged shared characteristics or shared 
attitude towards the environment: the six ‘traditional’ member states that have founded the EU in 
its current form – Belgium, France, Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, and the Netherlands; the ‘new’ 
member states, having joined the EU after the enlargement of 2004 – Bulgaria, the Czech Repub-
lic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia, and Slovenia; the tradition-
ally more environmentally progressive member states, or the ‘pioneers’ – to which the Nordic 
countries Denmark, Finland, and Sweden are often perceived to belong (Knill et al., 2012); and 
the ‘Mediterranean’ member states – Greece, Portugal, and Spain – that are commonly thought of 
as underperforming when the environment is considered (La Spina & Sciortino, 1993)10. 

Following this group division, Austria, Cyprus, Ireland, Malta, and the United Kingdom are not 
included. Although technically Cyprus and Malta belong to the ‘new’ member states, given the 
fact that they acceded to the EU in 2004, they will for this study’s analysis be added to the ‘Med-
iterranean’ group based on their geographical location. Ireland and the United Kingdom will be 
included in the ‘traditional’ member state group, based on their relatively long membership to the 
EU – both became a member in 1973 – as well as on their geographical location – their location 
overlaps most with the member states in the ‘traditional’ group, except for Italy. Austria has been 
added to the ‘Nordic’ member state group for this analysis. This was done because it entered the 
EU simultaneously with Finland and Sweden (1995), both of which belong to said group while 
the RES energy balance of Austria also strongly resembles that of Finland and Sweden: the share 
of hydro power and solid biomass in the total renewable energy production of all three countries 
is particularly large (Eurostat, 2015a)11.

For each of these four groups of member states, general trends will be elaborated upon as far 
as they can be deduced from this study’s analysis. The average PEI scores for 2012 and 2013 of 
all member states (see table 2) will be used as input for this analysis rather than solely the 2012 
or 2013 values, as this will allow large yearly deviations – such as is the case for Romania, for ex-
ample – to be corrected for to a certain degree. Table 3 provides an overview of the member state 
classification used in this analysis, with corresponding performance classification for 2012, 2013, 
and the 2012-2013 period for each individual member state in the four groups. 

Following this trend analysis, a more detailed overview will be given of the policy framework 
put in place by one or two of the member states for each group, as based on information extracted 
from the NREAP and the latest progress reports that they delivered in 2010 and 2013, respective-
ly. For each of these countries, a more in-depth coverage of their ambitions and progress toward 
these ambitions will be given by looking at the policy analyses carried out by the European Re-
newable Energy Council (EREC) in its EU Industry Roadmap (2011) for RES in the EU.

10    Cited from: Knill, C. & Liefferink, D. (2007). Environmental Politics in the European Union. Manchester 
University Press. Ch. 7 (Implementation Effectiveness of EU Environmental Policy) and ch. 8 (“Strategies to Im-
prove Implementation Effectiveness: ‘New’ Environmental Policy Instruments as a Panacea?), pp. 145-78.

11    Refer to figure 4 in section 3.3 of this part of the article (p. 24) for a visual overview of the EU member states’ 
national energy mixes.
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Group 
classification

Member state Year  of entry Performance 
2012

Performance 
2013

Average perf. 
2012-2013

Traditional Belgium 1958 Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

France 1985 Weak Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

Germany 1958 Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

Italy 1958 Strong Strong Strong
Luxembourg 1985 Weak Weak Weak
Netherlands 1985 Weak Weak Weak
Ireland 1973 Moderately 

strong
Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

United Kingdom 1973 Weak Moderately 
strong

Weak

New Bulgaria 2007 Very strong Very strong Very strong
Czech Republic 2004 Strong Strong Strong
Estonia 2004 Very strong Very strong Very strong
Hungary 2004 Moderately 

strong
Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

Latvia 2004 Moderately 
strong

Strong Moderately 
strong

Lithuania 2004 Strong Strong Strong
Poland 2004 Moderately 

strong
Strong Moderately 

strong
Romania 2007 Weak Strong Strong
Slovakia 2004 Moderately 

strong
Weak Moderately 

strong
Slovenia 2004 Moderately 

strong
Strong Moderately 

strong
Nordic Denmark 1973 Strong Strong Strong

Finland 1995 Strong Strong Strong
Sweden 1995 Very strong Very strong Very strong
Austria 1995 Strong Strong Strong

Mediterranean Greece 1981 Strong Strong Strong
Portugal 1986 Weak Moderately 

strong
Weak

Spain 1986 Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

Cyprus 2004 Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong
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Group 
classification

Member state Year  of entry Performance 
2012

Performance 
2013

Average perf. 
2012-2013

Malta 2004 Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

Moderately 
strong

Performance classification PEI score
Weak < 0.15
Moderately strong 0.15-0.40
Strong 0.40-1.00
Very strong >1.00

Table 3: List of member states that belong to the ‘traditional’, ‘new’, ‘Nordic’ or ‘Mediterranean’ classification groups. 
Member states that are italicised do not belong to the group naturally, but have been included in the concerned group 
for this particular analysis. The last three columns of the table outline the performance groups to which each member 
state belongs based on the PEI scores for 2012, 2013, and the average scores for the period of 2012 to 2013.

3.1 ‘Traditional’ member states

Based on the results obtained, all of the ‘traditional’ members of the EU except for Italy belong 
to the two least-performing groups when it comes to the effectiveness of policies implemented to 
reach the RED’s targets. Whilst Belgium, France, Germany and Ireland belong to the higher-scor-
ing member states within the moderately performing group, Luxembourg, the Netherlands, and 
the United Kingdom are amongst the worst-performing member states. These three member 
states in particular have to substantially improve their policy networks so as to find the right track 
to achieving their RES target shares by 2020.

This general impression is supported by the findings of the EREC in its Roadmap. For Luxem-
bourg, it is said that “[i]n order to reach the indicated targets in the NREAP, national renewable 
energy production will have to increase substantially over the next 10 years – by a factor 3 com-
pared to 2005 figures” (EREC, 2011, p. 70). However, it remains doubtful whether its targets are 
likely to be met, as the RES deployment in the period 2005-2009 only increased by a factor of 
1.3 (Ibid.). The Netherlands’ target share for RES in the gross final energy consumption in 2020 
is 14% (Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs, 2013, p. 4). Based on the Dutch progress report 
of 2013, the Netherlands has failed to meet its indicative target share of 4.7%, its actual share 
being 4.5% in 2012. Although this is only a relatively small gap, the current situation is problem-
atic because of the fact that “the Netherlands expect[ed] to be above their indicative trajectory 
throughout the period and slightly exceed their 2020 target,” whilst the Dutch Renewable Energy 
Council is now “uncertain as to whether the 14% target will be reached with current measures in 
place” (EREC, 2011, p. 73). According to the EREC, the main reason for this doubt is the lack of 
stability and certainty for companies and investors within a longer timeframe. In order to tackle 
this, the Dutch government has announced to further increase the financial support for the SDE+ 
scheme (Promotion of Sustainable Energy Production Scheme Plus) and to prolong the Green 
Deal approach, which is targeted towards “removing bottlenecks (in legislation and regulations 
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for example), making good and objective information available and establishing effective part-
nerships” (Kingdom of the Netherlands, 2013, p. 5). In addition, it is interesting to note that the 
Netherlands focuses primarily on fostering sustainable innovation through granting financial re-
sources; this approach, however, has not been as effective as it could have been due to the fact that 
the Dutch government has not been consistent in the granting of these financial means, thereby 
inhibiting a favourable investment environment for RES. Moreover, the EREC Roadmap states 
that both Luxembourg and the Netherlands are likely to resolve their potential RES target deficits 
by engaging in cooperation mechanisms with other member states. 

3.2 ‘New’ member states

Within the second classification group of member states, consisting of those that only became 
members after the 2004 enlargement of the EU, an intriguing development can be identified. 
From the resulting calculations it follows, namely, that a fair number of the ‘newer’ member states 
have managed to make substantial progress towards their respective target shares. Particularly 
remarkable is the performance of Bulgaria, given the fact it only joined the EU in 2007, and that 
of Estonia, the only member state whose policy effectiveness approaches Sweden’s. Both had, in 
2012, already exceeded their national binding target shares. Moreover, the Czech Republic, Lith-
uania, and Romania belong to the ‘strongly effective’ group of member states, their policy effec-
tiveness already far exceeding one of the best-performing ‘traditional’ member states, Germany. 
According to the EREC Roadmap, Lithuania attempted to achieve its 23% target share through, 
most predominantly, the implementation of a feed-in tariff system, which was already in place 
in 2011, and through actively upgrading its electricity grid and grid management, “so as to allow 
an increasing amount of renewable energy onto the grid” (EREC, 2011, p. 68). This grid upgrade 
started in 2011 and was granted financial support through EU structural funds (Ibid.). By 2013, 
Lithuania has already attained the target share of RES set for 2020.

For Bulgaria, the binding target share of RES for 2020 was set at 16%, which it already exceeded 
in 2012 by 0.4% (Republic of Bulgaria, 2013, p. 5). The EREC indicates that the successful prog-
ress made by Bulgaria is predominantly caused by its effective implementation of a feed-in tariff 
system that is set for each year. The main challenge for Bulgaria, as outlined by the EREC in 2011, 
was to enhance the clarity and enforcement of regulations in especially the electricity and biofuel 
sectors, as well as significantly extending and improving the grid. As described in the progress 
report published by Bulgaria in 2013, many regulatory and administrative measures were taken 
to improve the body of regulations in these sectors. This improvement could have been the main 
reason for Bulgaria’s relatively fast progress towards its RES target share, and the surpassing of 
this target with a striking 3% by 2013. Furthermore, it is interesting to note that Romania had 
almost reached its 2020 target share by 2013. Based on the last available data for 2013, one might 
expect this member state to considerably surpass its target share in the coming years.

The observed tendency of generally well-performing ‘new’ member states can be explained in 
various ways. First of all, it could be the case that the high requirements for joining the EU had 
pushed the potential member states to undertake convincing action and already put in place 
policy measures to reach a baseline concerning the incorporation of RES in their national energy 

European Policy Review



22

market. If this is the case, these new member states will have likely profited from the momentum 
that was created for RES domestically in the period during which obtaining EU membership was 
anticipated. In its NREAP, Bulgaria explicitly stated that one of its “priority objectives” is to bring 
the country’s social, political, and economic life into line with the European norms and standards, 
thereby stressing that its national energy policy is “in conformity with the objectives of the new 
energy policy for Europe” (Republic of Bulgaria, 2011, p. 9).

A second reason for the better performance of these member states in comparison to, for ex-
ample, the ‘traditional’ member states of the EU, could be that they have had more opportunities 
to learn from the policies that other EU member states had already implemented before the RED 
was adopted. This greater insight in potentially more and less successful policy measures could 
have helped their comparatively fast progress.

Another reason for the observed better progress of newer member states to their RES target 
shares could be the fact that the EU has assisted these members to a greater extent than others 
in financial and advisory terms. It could also be argued that the EU has set target shares for RES 
that might have been too low for these member states’ RES potential, so as to compensate for the 
relative lack of regulatory and administrative structure that is characteristic to the EU. This claim, 
however, is difficult to provide evidence for as of now – this could be more feasible in retrospect. 

3.3 ‘Nordic’ member states

The third group of member states as distinguished earlier comprises the environmentally pro-
gressive – or Nordic – member states within the EU. Traditionally, Denmark, Finland and Swe-
den belong to this group of member states; Austria has been included in this group as well for 
this study’s analysis. Regarding the policy effectiveness score results, Sweden topped the list of 
all member states, having exceeded its own target – which was set to 50%, 1% higher than the 
initial target set by the Commission – by 1% in 2012 and by 2% in 2013 (Kingdom of Sweden, 
2010, p.3; Kingdom of Sweden, 2013, p. 4). Austria, Denmark, and Finland belong to the group 
with a ‘strong’ implementation of the RED, suggesting that they will, if they sustain their policy 
effectiveness, reach their national target shares by 2020. This will, however, only be the case if they 
considerably enhance their policy frameworks, as there is a need for “new support and incentive 
mechanisms” in the current situation (EREC, 2011, p. 45). The EREC is also highly critical of 
Sweden’s approach to increase its share of RES in the gross final energy consumption. It claims, 
namely, that “the level of ambition of the Swedish NREAP is very low”, stating that the trend 
needed to achieve the 2020 target share is even below the trend in rising RES shares that can be 
seen since 1996 (EREC, 2011, p. 96). In order to meet its RES target share, Sweden has mostly 
relied on the policy measures that were already put in place. The most important measures it has 
taken are financial in nature, referring to changes in environmental taxes (e.g. the carbon tax) or 
investment aid for the promotion of the use of different types of RES (e.g. for solar photovoltaic 
cells connected to the grid) (Kingdom of Sweden, 2013, p. 9-12). In addition, Sweden has imple-
mented a number of regulatory measures to be able to comply with the new standards set within 
the biofuel and bioliquid sector (Ibid.).

There appears to be a disparity between the effectiveness of policies implemented by the Nordic 
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member states as based on the results obtained from this study and based on the findings and 
conclusions of the EREC Roadmap. The ‘Nordic’ member states seem to have a large potential for 
increasing their RES shares, judging by the relatively high targets set by the EU compared to other 
member states. This potential, however, seems not to be optimally used by Denmark, Finland and 
Sweden, as can be deduced from the EREC Roadmap. From this, one could argue that the EU 
might have set RES target shares that are actually too low for these member states; achieving the 
targets might not constitute such difficulties, potentially leaving room for complacency in this 
regard.

Another possible explanation for the relatively high policy effectiveness performance of the 
‘Nordic’ member states compared to for example the ‘traditional’ or ‘Mediterranean’ member 
states might be linked to their geographical and climatic characteristics and the specific types 
of renewable energy sources that are most efficient with regard to these conditions. The physical 
geography of Austria, Finland and Sweden – predominantly mountainous land with large annual 
flows of melting water – enables an extensive deployment of hydropower (see figure 4 for an in-
dicative comparison of national energy mixes), which constitutes a rather stable source of renew-
able energy in comparison to more intermittent renewable energy sources such as wind or solar 
power. Egré and Milewski (2002) state that “[i]n regions where hydropower is very abundant, it 
satisfies both base and peak loads” (p. 1226). This might imply that the ‘Nordic’ member states 
that are able to generate a substantial share of their total final energy consumption using hydro-
power can relatively easily provide themselves with both a base and peak load renewable power 
source – their energy mix can be said to be more balanced and flexible. Relatedly, this may also 
enable these ‘Nordic’ countries to install a greater share of intermittent renewable energy sources 
in their national energy mix than countries that have less favourable geographical and climatic 
conditions for hydropower deployment, many of which belong to the ‘traditional’ or ‘Mediter-
ranean’ classification groups. The discrepancy in terms of suitability for hydropower generation 
based on geographical and climatic conditions is especially pronounced between the ‘Nordic’ and 
‘Mediterranean’ member states, as “water scarcity has [since the 1970s] provoked a decrease in 
hydropower production in Southern Europe” (Lehner et al., 2005)12, whilst, on the other hand, 
“an increase in generation is expected” for Northern Europe (Hamududu & Killingtveit, 2012)13. 
According to Lehner et al. (2005), Mediterranean countries will face a 20% to 50% decrease in 
hydropower production, which strongly contrasts with the projected 15% to 30% increase for 
Nordic countries. This could mean that the ‘Nordic’ member states will have an increasingly bet-
ter position over time to incorporate a growing share of intermittent renewable energy sources 
on a national level than the ‘Mediterranean’ countries, thereby potentially reinforcing the already 
existing differences. The high policy effectiveness of the ‘Nordic’ member states in comparison 
to others studied might therefore to a large degree be explained by taking into account member 
states’ geographical and climatic characteristics.

12    Cited from: Gaudard, L., & Romerio, F. (2014). The future of hydropower in Europe: Interconnecting cli-
mate, markets and policies. Environmental Science & Policy, 37, 172-181.

13    Ibid.
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Figure 4: The energy mixes of the different EU member states in 2011 (Mang, 2013). Striking is that Austria, Finland 
and Sweden feature particularly high shares of hydroelectricity.

3.4 ‘Mediterranean’ member states

The fourth and last classification group of member states – consisting of the ‘Mediterranean’ 
member states Cyprus, Greece, Italy, Malta, Portugal, and Spain – brings forward two other inter-
esting observations. First of all, the majority of these member states belong to the least-perform-
ing groups; Portugal’s policy effectiveness is of a particularly low level according to this study’s 
results. Although Portugal has already achieved quite a substantial share of RES in its total energy 
consumption as of 2013 (25.7%), this share has only very limitedly increased since the adoption 
of the RED in 2009, when its share of RES was 24.5% (Eurostat, 2015a). In addition, Cyprus has 
been referred to the Court of Justice by the Commission in March 2013 for failing to transpose 
the RED, indicating its disturbed progress towards the RES target shares set by the Commission 
(European Commission, 2013b). It had, in 2012, only reached half the value of the intended target 
share for 2020 of 13% (Eurostat, 2015a).

The second main observation regarding the obtained results is that Greece and Italy seem to 
perform fairly well concerning policy effectiveness, as they both belong to the moderately-per-
forming group of member states. As outlined in its second progress report published in 2013, 
Italy had in 2012 achieved a RES share of 13.5% (p. 4); this is only 3.5% short of its 2020 target 
(Eurostat, 2015a). Given the fact that Italy’s RES share has increased from 9.3% in 2009 to ap-
proximately 13.0% in 2012, the still required increase to meet its mandatory national target share 
seems to be achievable. According to the EREC Roadmap, there still is a substantial gap between 
regulations as outlined in its NREAP and the actual practical relevance of these rules and regula-
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tions (p. 64). This is most likely the reason for the large number of regulatory measures that the 
Italian government has undertaken to meet its RES target share, which was carefully summed 
up in the second progress report (Republic of Italy, 2013, p. 8-24). Furthermore, the EREC men-
tioned that Italy’s grid connection should be subject to significant improvement in the coming 
years, as it “currently [is] incapable of supporting the many requests for the connection of RES, 
especially in isolated areas where it would be possible to exploit RES” (EREC, 2011, p. 64). To this 
end, the Italian government has implemented many new financial measures, too, so as to provide 
incentives for the restructuring and extension of its electricity grid.

From the above results and observed trends, one could say that, in general, regarding the ef-
fectiveness of the policies implemented in light of the RED since 2009, Greece and Italy form the 
exception within the group of southern member states. However, Spain and Cyprus have also 
performed considerably better regarding policy effectiveness than other member states such as 
the Netherlands and the United Kingdom, which are often perceived as “environmental leaders” 
within the academic literature (Knill et al., 2012, p.37)14. The commonly heard assumption that 
the Southern member states are “environmental laggards” (Ibid.) is, in this particular case, not 
completely valid. Therefore, the results of this study could, to a certain extent, be seen as empiri-
cal evidence for the absence of a so-called ‘Mediterranean syndrome’ concerning environmental 
matters that was introduced by La Spina and Sciortino in 1993. This finding is in line with vari-
ous other academic studies that have presented empirical evidence for the argument that there is 
no ‘Mediterranean syndrome’ to be seen (see for example Knill & Liefferink, 2007; Börzel, 1998; 
Börzel, 2000; Hartlapp & Leiber, 2010).

Evaluating implementation success of RED on EU-level

Now that the obtained results from the policy effectiveness calculation for all member states of 
the EU since the adoption of the RED in 2009 have been evaluated and analysed, the overall im-
plementation success of the RED can be commented on. According to the distinction that was 
made for evaluating the relative effectiveness of adopted policy frameworks of individual mem-
ber states, the EU as a whole belongs to the moderately performing actors, which would mean 
that considerable progress still remains to be made in order to reach the overall EU target of 20% 
by 2020. This result is also reflected in the fact that, based on average policy effectiveness perfor-
mance for the 2012-2013 period, a considerable majority of the member states (16 out of 27) still 
belongs to the two least-performing groups, with a limited number of member states substantial-
ly outperforming the others, and, thereby, raising the overall EU RES share.

As of 2012, this overall RES share was 14.3%, which means an additional increase of 6% is need-
ed to attain the desired share of 20% by 2020 (Eurostat, 2015a). By 2013, this share had increased 
with 0.7% to 15.0%. Figure 5 shows that the RES share in the gross final energy consumption of 
the EU as a whole has risen from 8.3% in 2004 to 15.0% in 2013. The EU has, evidently, seen more 

14    The study performed by Knill et al. (2007) gives a comprehensive and inclusive overview of the academic 
literature on the concepts of “environmental leaders/pioneers” and “environmental followers/laggards”. The conven-
tional understanding of environmental leaders is referred to in this particular study.
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than a 6% increase in the share of RES in a period of 8 years. Essentially, this trend should be rep-
licated for the period of 2013-2020. Looking back in time, this should not be impossible. Howev-
er, the effectiveness of the policies that will be implemented in this specific timeframe will have to 
be increased significantly; as stated in the Europe 2020 Targets for climate and energy presented 
by the Commission, “there is no room for complacency” (p. 3). This is especially relevant because 
the increase in the RES share of the EU as a whole was approximately 3% in the period after the 
RED was implemented (i.e. 2009-2013), while it showed an increase of approximately 2.5% over 
the three-year period before the RED was implemented (i.e. 2006-2009). This seems to suggest 
that, although the RED has certainly aided in raising awareness amongst the member states of 
the significance of investing in RES for the future and in inducing significant changes in the legal 
and regulatory frameworks relevant to RES for almost all member states, it has not brought about 
a landmark change in the RES deployment on the EU-level as a whole. The adoption and imple-
mentation of the RED has, in general, been successful in reaching the targets of the indicative 
trajectory; a greater increase in the effectiveness of policies implemented by the member states 
is, however, needed for the coming period to ensure that the 2020 RES target share of the EU as a 
whole will actually be reached. 

Figure 5: Development of the share of RES in the EU as a whole (EU-28) in the period of 2004-2013 (Eurostat, 
2015b).
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CONCLUSION

This paper meant to assess whether the Renewable Energy Directive that was adopted by the EU 
in 2009 has been successfully implemented by the EU member states and whether it can, conse-
quently, be perceived to constitute the solid ‘foundation’ for the EU that is required for effectively 
achieving the goals set out in the 2030 Framework on Climate and Energy that was adopted by 
the EU in October 2014. For assessing the implementation success of the RED, the effectiveness 
of policies implemented by the member states since 2009 was calculated using the Policy Effec-
tiveness Indicator introduced by Held et al. (2010). The results obtained were analysed and put 
into broader context by referring to the National Renewable Energy Action Plans (NREAPs) and 
second progress reports that were communicated to the Commission by the individual member 
states.

From this analysis and comparison, it can be concluded that the implementation of the RED 
has served as a solid ‘foundation’ for the 2030 Framework in the sense that it has raised member 
state awareness regarding the significance of investing in RES and that it has induced changes in 
the legal and regulatory frameworks that are relevant to the further incorporation of RES in the 
individual member states’ gross final energy consumption. In order for the RED to serve as a fully 
effective ‘foundation’ for the 2030 Framework, however, the effectiveness of the policies that are 
and will be implemented by the member states will have to increase significantly. As of now, the 
EU is on track for progressing toward its RES target share of 20% by 2020. The value of the current 
RES share of the EU as a whole is, however, greatly dependent on the extent to which the small 
number of member states with a high policy effectiveness can compensate for the less successful 
implementation of the RED by the larger number of member states with a lower policy effective-
ness. Key to successfully achieving the RES targets outlined in the 2030 Framework is, therefore, 
to diminish the discrepancy in policy effectiveness of the different member states of the EU.

Further research should, in this regard, aim to shed light on the ways in which the policy effec-
tiveness of member states can be improved, as well as to identify certain policy areas that should 
be specifically targeted for increasing effectiveness. Questions as such have not been addressed in 
this paper. Another limitation of this study is that it has only focused on the overall RES shares of 
individual member states; future research should also address the specificities of policy effective-
ness for the various sectors within renewable energy, including electricity generation, transport, 
and heating and cooling. In addition to this, more research is to be conducted into the explana-
tions for the particularly high performance of ‘new’ and ‘Nordic’ member states in terms of policy 
effectiveness. The explanations provided in this paper’s analysis currently lack convincing empir-
ical support – the suggested explanations should, in this case, rather be interpreted as areas for 
future inquiry. Moreover, in order to fully understand the differences in terms of policy effective-
ness between years 2012 and 2013 not only within member states, but also across member states 
and their classification groups, a more in-depth analysis of national policy frameworks needs to 
be conducted. Although the findings of this study may serve as directories, such an analysis lies 
beyond the scope of this study. 
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