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▪ Research for trade unions, global trade union federations, 
municipalities and progressive political parties.

▪ Research on public services from a labour angle

▪ Critically assesses neoliberal policies such as liberalisation, 
privatisation & outsourcing

▪ Policy recommendations on public sector reforms





New study
Going Public: A Decarbonised, Affordable and Democratic Energy 
System for Europe.

And the failure of energy liberalisation in Europe

The study provides:

▪ an overview over the liberalisation policies in the EU;

▪ an evaluation on the literature on energy liberalisation;

▪ an assessment of the outcomes of energy liberalisation in the EU;

▪ alternative policy proposals to energy liberalisation.



The aims of energy liberalisation:
▪ Creation of an integrated single European energy market

▪ Lower prices for consumers

▪ The belief: competition tends to drive inefficient companies and 
non-competitive assets out of the market

▪ End of (previously public) monopolies



Outcomes of energy liberalisation:



Prices 
Early assessment of studies for the European Commission predicted 
positive outcomes

BUT academic studies depict a different picture:

▪ Privatisation and liberalisation do not decrease the price of 
electricity – they increase it (Hattori and Tsutsui 2004; Thomas 
2006; Kwoka and Pollitt 2010)

▪ Liberalisation is not a vehicle for lowering gas household prices 
BUT  higher public ownership in gas production lowers gas prices 
(Brau et al. 2010) 

▪ liberalisation leads to higher final consumer prices (Fiorio and 
Florio 2009)   



Energy Poverty
▪ in 2014, the lowest-income households in the EU spent close to 9% 

of their total expenditure on energy; 

▪ this was a 50% increase compared to 10 years before; 

▪ The real problem of energy poverty is concealed by the lack of a 
universal definition of Energy Poverty in the EU

▪ Energy poverty is a much bigger problem in S Europe (austerity) 
and E Europe (low incomes)



Concentrated Ownership
▪ Instead of getting rid of the monopolies of the previously public 

companies a further concentration was the consequence of energy 
liberalisation 

▪ Both in generation and retail

▪ Emergence of the Big Five

▪ But Big Five are failing because of poor policies to introduce low-C



Average market share of the three largest suppliers in the market for households in Europe-
Electricity



Contradicts the protection of renewable energy

▪ European Commission have allowed member states to protect 
renewables from market competition.

▪ Despite these efforts, investment levels in renewables have fallen 
dramatically

▪ Renewables do not fit with existing market structure leading to 
price collapses (Blazquez et al 2018 The renewable energy policy paradox) 

▪ European Commission now trying to reduce protection for 
renewables

▪ Climate change is a higher priority than liberalisation so if making 
renewables compete harms their deployment, it is liberalisation 
that will have to give way



The better public alternative

❑ Real change for a Just Transition cannot be divorced from the question of 
ownership

❑ Only through an energy system that is owned and controlled by the public 
we can achieve decarbonisation, energy affordability of all and security of 
supply

❑ Public ownership does not necessarily mean going back to a model of large 
centralised, nationally owned companies



Public ownership of what?
▪ Transmission and Distribution

▪ Supply

▪ Generation – of renewables

▪ Generation – of coal and nuclear too?



Transition grid ownership structure in Europe (2016)



Public ownership – how?

Decentralised vs centralised



Remunicipalisation
▪ 311 cases of electricity remunicipalisation identified in 2017

▪ Most of the cases were in Germany

▪ Driven by society’s demand for renewable energy and the failure of 
private companies

▪ Opportunity to build trade union strength and bargaining power



Wolfhagen
▪ 2006 first to remunicipalise its electricity grid after 20 years of 

privatisation 

▪ In 2012 a local cooperative ,the Buergerenergiegenossenschaft
Wolfhagen (BEG) was founded with 264 members and a capital of 
over €800,000. It attained 25 per cent of the municipal utility 

▪ Only electricity customers can become a member of the 
cooperative by buying a share of €500 with the maximum of 40 
shares per member. 

▪ It strengthened the democratic governance as members could 
directly participate in decision-making through their general 
meetings



Community ownership

❑ Public ownership makes the transition to renewable energy possible
❑ Denmark leads in terms of renewable energy in Europe

❑ Over 40% of energy comes from wind power in Denmark

❑ Wind turbines largely collectively owned by communities

❑ This is only possible because the grid is nationally owned

❑ Caution required: 
❑ energy communities could exclude 

❑ Individualisation of energy and further marketisation (entry of data companies)



Conclusion
▪ Public institutions are much better positioned to address the 

urgency of climate change  while also protecting workers

▪ Wholistic approach to public ownership would be best: 
transmission, distribution, supply and generation of green and not 
so green energy



▪ Get in touch: v.weghmann[at]gre.ac.uk


