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BULGARIA
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CLIMATE CHANGE IS RARELY DISCUSSED 

AMONG THE BULGARIAN PUBLIC

Awareness and acceptance of climate change and 
its consequences are very limited in Bulgaria� The 
discussion is mainly confined to small groups. Media 
reporting on the topic is minimal and rare� Detailed 
articles only appear in specialist publications� Policy-
makers have not engaged in any kind of serious 
debate about Bulgaria’s position on climate change or 
about how climate policy affects the country�

The two issues related to climate change that 
Bulgaria’s governments have focused on in the past 
decade were:

1� The role of Europe’s carbon prices in rising coal 
prices� This was used as an argument to justify 
the construction of a second nuclear power plant� 
The idea was that nuclear power would keep 
 energy prices down� 

2� The possibility of Bulgaria selling more of its 
emissions rights to cover the deficits in its energy 
sector. As part of its 2013 fiscal consolidation, the 
Bulgarian government promised to double the 
amount of rights it sold�

Outside of these two topics, the debate has been 
limited to a small, but ever-growing circle of environ-
mental NGOs that are trying to encourage Bulgaria to 
keep pace with the international debate� These dis-
cussions focus on initiatives within EU environmental 
policy and on the use of EU funding for environmental 
protection measures�

BULGARIA IS INTERESTED IN JOINING THE 

 INTERNATIONAL DEBATE

Despite the lack of a public debate on climate change, 
Bulgaria has increased its efforts to develop a rele-
vant policy� This was drawn up within the framework 
of EU policy. After five years with no political stra-
tegy document, the Bulgarian government adopted 
the third national action plan on climate change in 
2012�1 It states that Bulgaria will achieve the bin-

1 |  Republic of Bulgaria, 3rd National Action Plan on Climate 
Change, http://www3.moew.government.bg/files/file/
Press/aktualno/2012/mart/NAPCC_20_03_2012�pdf 
[28 July 2014]�

ding EU climate targets by taking active measures 
worth more than €5 billion between 2013 and 2020� 
The plan, which was prepared with support from 
Norway, contains a detailed analysis of the situation 
in Bulgaria and sets out measures for achieving the 
climate change targets� However, it is not based on 
a comprehensive feasibility study, and the measures 
proposed in the plan were not derived from an evalu-
ation of measures taken previously� This means there 
is a danger that the planned measures will be hard 
to implement and thus never make it off the paper� 
Nevertheless, the document can be interpreted as part 
of the important learning process that the govern-
ment and its civil society partners are currently going 
through�

The Ministry of Environment and Water implements 
Bulgaria’s climate policy in that it takes international 
positions into consideration in its activities� Strictly 
speaking, Bulgaria does not have any particular cli-
mate policy or position that concerns climate protec-
tion that diverges from the position of the European 
Union; in other words, Bulgaria has always followed 
EU guidelines so far�

However, opposition did arise against the imple-
mentation of more ambitious climate change targets 
recently� In all likelihood, Bulgaria will side with the 
coal-intensive member states in eastern Europe when 
it comes to debates within the European Union and 
the United Nations� There is little chance of Bulgaria 
developing its own initiatives� The Bulgarian authori-
ties will probably pursue a wait-and-see strategy�

EUROPEAN CLIMATE POLICY AND GERMANY’S 

ENERGY TRANSITION ARE LARGELY UNKNOWN

Awareness and knowledge of European energy policy 
in general and Germany’s energy transition in par-
ticular are limited� The public debate focuses on the 
gradual expansion of renewable energy sources and 
how this will impact electricity prices� The majority of 
the population and a number of media outlets feel that 
climate change is being used as an excuse to subsi-
dise foreign companies in the Bulgarian market� These 
opinions seem to be partially justified, given that 
Bulgaria has the highest electricity prices in Europe 
when compared with the population’s purchasing 
power� The situation is exacerbated by the fact that 
most households use electricity for heating� This direct 
financial impact has overshadowed the more complex 
debate on climate change and on European policies 

http://http://www3.moew.government.bg/files/file/Press/aktualno/2012/mart/NAPCC_20_03_2012.pdf
http://http://www3.moew.government.bg/files/file/Press/aktualno/2012/mart/NAPCC_20_03_2012.pdf
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addressing the problem, and has been amplified by 
populist politicians� The recent decline in Europe’s 
popularity in Bulgaria is probably down to the way 
these politicians ceaselessly exploit the cost issue�

BULGARIA FAVOURS COAL AND NUCLEAR 

 POWER

In 2012, the last full year for which data are available, 
Bulgaria produced 47,000 gigawatts of electricity� 
Almost half of that – 48 percent – was generated in 
coal-fired power plants, while 33.4 percent came from 
the country’s only nuclear plant, Kozloduy� The rest 
was produced by gas-fired power plants (5 percent), 
hydropower (8�4 percent), wind energy (2�6 percent), 
photovoltaics (1�7 percent) and biomass (0�1 per-
cent)� As a consequence of energy consumption falling 
in the wake of electricity price increases in 2012 
and the ongoing economic crisis, Bulgaria’s National 
Statistical Institute reported that renewable energies 
(including hydropower) had reached a 16�3 percent 
share in total consumption, which meant the country 
had more than met its EU 2020 target� After the 
20 percent charge on new renewable energies (wind 
and photovoltaics) was introduced in 2013 – 14, it is 
unclear whether Bulgaria will be able to achieve this 
goal again if electricity consumption starts to rise as 
the economy recovers�

Overblown forecasts that the country’s national 
electricity distributor produced in the early 2000s 
assumed a significant increase in electricity consump-
tion� This assumption was based on smaller units of 
the Kozloduy nuclear plant being shut down early in 
2006 under pressure from the European Union and on 
very favourable economic growth forecasts� Bulgaria 
therefore decided to build a second nuclear plant in 
Belene with two (Russian) units� Work on the power 
plant was commissioned in 2006, after an unfair 
bidding process that only took producers of Russian 
technology into consideration� However, the 2008 eco-
nomic crisis caused electricity consumption to decline, 
both in Bulgaria and in the rest of the region� As a 
result, the new nuclear plant started to look less and 
less attractive� It was also revealed that the project 
was riddled with mismanagement and corruption� This 
forced the Bulgarian government to give up its plans 
for Belene in 2012, resulting in political unrest in the 
country and the Russian equipment manufacturer 
bringing a damages claim worth more than €1 billion 
before the International Court of Arbitration in Paris�  
A decision is expected sometime in summer 2014�

ELECTRICITY PRICES HAVE BECOME A 

 POLITICAL FOOTBALL

In parallel to the dramatic developments surrounding 
the Belene plant, another crisis unfolded between 
2008 and 2012 and concerned the introduction of 
renewable energies (wind and photovoltaics)� In line 
with EU regulations, Bulgaria introduced generous 
feed-in tariffs, which caused an explosion in investor 
interest� Investment projects for the construction of 
new systems reached 18 gigawatts by 2011, which 
led the Bulgarian government to start having serious 
concerns about the possible consequences of rising 
energy prices� Although the regulatory authority int-
roduced administrative constraints for new renewable 
energies in 2011, it did not succeed in influencing the 
prices� Bulgaria thus had more than a gigawatt of pho-
tovoltaic capacity installed in 2012 – which was about 
three times more than the amount previous govern-
ments had planned for 2020� The regulatory authority 
had increased prices by more than 13 percent in 2012 
so that it could, among other things, afford to cover 
the subsidies for the new renewable energy produ-
cers� With purchasing power declining – particularly 
among the country’s poorest people – the price hikes 
triggered widespread protests in early 2013 that 
ultimately led the centre-right government to resign� 
Following the populist reactions of many politicians, 
Bulgarians made renewable energies the target of 
their anger about rising prices� This led the new Soci-
alist government to reduce transparency in electricity 
pricing and remove green energy information from 
electricity bills� It also introduced a 20 percent grid 
connection charge for renewable energies in 2013�

The coal-fired power plant in Galabovo in the Upper Thracian 
Plain is part of the Maritsa Iztok Complex, the largest energy 
complex in Southeast Europe. The lignite comes from the 
nearby open-cast mining area in the Sakar Mountains.
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FRANCE

Norbert Wagner

Even before the Kyoto Protocol, France had already 
introduced measures to reduce its greenhouse gas 
emissions� After signing the protocol and thus agre-
eing to the commitments it contained, France took 
new and additional measures to stabilise its 2010 
greenhouse gas emissions at their 1990 levels� 

With this in mind, the French government enacted 
a national plan to combat climate change – Plan 
National de Lutte contre le Changement Climatique 
(PNLCC) – in 2000� This was replaced with the Plan 
Climat in 2004, which brought the numerous mea-
sures from all sectors of industry together with the 
aim of stabilising 2010 greenhouse gas emissions at 
1990 levels�

France has set itself the long-term goal of reducing 
emissions to a quarter of their current levels by 2050� 
To achieve this ambitious target, the country will have 
to introduce drastic measures and make an enormous 
effort to implement them�

Its climate policy aims to make France a nation 
of “excellence environnementale”� President Fran-
çois Hollande set out the goals and direction at the 
country’s first environmental conference in September 
2012� Within a year, the French government laun-
ched an ambitious environmental transition that will 
sustainably and radically change the way in which 
French people produce, consume, live and travel in 
the future� The transition goes far beyond France’s 
national borders, as its goal is to fight global climate 
change�

At its heart, however, this climate policy approach is 
mainly about the well-being of the French people, the 
competitiveness of French companies and the sove-
reignty of France – today and in the future�

France has always been a pioneer in implementing 
policies that improve energy efficiency and tackle cli-
mate change� The French Agency for Energy Manage-
ment (Agence Française pour la Maîtrise de l’Energie) 
was set up as far back as 1982, and legislation was 
passed in 2001 that officially made the fight against 
climate change a national priority�

In 2003, France committed to cutting greenhouse gas 
emissions to a quarter of their 1990 levels by 2050� In 
doing so, it went above and beyond the commitments 
it had undertaken in the Kyoto Protocol�

Bulgaria’s governments have done little to reduce 
electricity consumption in the country� Unlike 
households in other European countries, Bulgarian 
households use more electricity than gas� Part of the 
reason is that natural gas is so expensive that people 
cannot afford it, which means they have to heat with 
electricity, coal or wood� Because Bulgaria depends on 

Russian imports, it has one of the five highest natural 
gas prices in Europe� Yet despite the increasing risk to 
energy security, Bulgaria’s politicians are holding on to 
the status quo in the hope that new economic growth 
will make people less sensitive to higher electricity 
prices and create scope for building new and larger 
production capacities�

The Superphénix nuclear power plant on the Rhône was a fast 
breeder reactor that was online for just under 13 years. After 
a series of irregularities, the experiment was shut down in 
1998.


