Eastern Europe Attacks Planned EU Emissions Curbs
by Henry Foy and Christian Oliver
Oct. 19, 2014: Warsaw and Brussels - The EU’s plan to slash greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions by 2030 has come under heavy assault, as an increasing number of eastern European nations rally behind Poland’s threat to scupper a landmark climate deal this week.  Failure to agree on an emissions target at a summit on October 23-24 would damage the EU’s status as a leader on climate change and sap momentum for a global deal in Paris next year.
The EU is proposing that nations should cut emissions by 40% from 1990 levels, but eastern European nations fear the proposed deal does not sufficiently compensate them for the expense of modernizing their industries.  “I do not think that we can go with this current deal.  If there is no change, then we will walk away,” said Tomáš Prouza, the Czech Republic’s state secretary for European affairs.  “The numbers just do not add up.”
As recently as 2009, the EU was at the vanguard of advocating binding emissions caps, implementing the world’s largest emission-trading system and urging the UN climate conference in Copenhagen to follow its example of forcing members to cut GHGs.
But the collapse of the Copenhagen deal, followed by 5 years of economic crisis and stagnation, has undermined EU unity on the issue ahead of the next round of UN talks in Paris.  European diplomats fear a failure to agree on the 40% target at this week’s summit could do permanent damage to the EU’s ability to negotiate a global deal.
Rising objections from within the EU last week helped forge an increasingly united opposition among Poland, Hungary, the Czech Republic, Slovakia, Romania, Bulgaria, Latvia and Lithuania.  Officials from the 8 holdout countries held regular video conferences.  Their EU envoys will meet on Tuesday.  One ambassador predicted the most difficult summit since the height of the eurozone crisis.  “Both sides are in their trenches, shelling each other,” he said.
While all states largely accept the 40% reduction in emissions, the fight centers on how to achieve the target.  Eastern EU countries believe they will suffer disproportionately from increased energy prices and a sag in industrial competitiveness.  Mr Prouza added: “The commission has not been very good at understanding our positions….  They have tried to go with a one-size-fits-all approach.  “If the commission wants to set the target and prescribe to us how we have to go about it, then forget it.”
Officials in Poland, which produces almost 90% of its electricity from coal and has been the most vocal opponent, say plans to compensate Warsaw with credits from the EU’s carbon market will not generate enough cash to offset an anticipated 120% rise in energy costs.  “We are a country in development, and that needs to be understood,” said Katarzyna Kacperczyk, undersecretary of state at Poland’s foreign ministry.  She warned increased energy costs could trigger “massive bankruptcies of Polish companies”.
Diplomats say a compromise could be struck, if the final communiqué includes clauses to appease the holdouts, including promises to subsidize increased energy costs.  “We are optimistic about a possible compromise,” said Ms Kacperczyk.  Large nations are vowing to finalize the deal, dismissing Warsaw’s claims to emerging-market status and arguing that Poland is already a middle-weight economic power in the EU.
Britain and Germany, 2 countries that have lobbied hard for the deal, are seeking to make a compromise more likely by pushing to bring forward a scheme to bolster the emissions-trading market to 2017 from 2021, making payment in allowances more attractive.  Ed Davey, Britain’s energy secretary, told the Financial Times the chances of an agreement this week were “fairly high”.  “There is no time to waste … we are not going to stand for any delay,” he said.
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