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Over the past decade, Greek politicians and media 
outlets have taken an increasingly systematic and 
coherent approach to addressing the effects of climate 
change on the economy and society, while also exami-
ning the question of appropriate climate protection�

The Papandreou government (2009 – 11), with its 
green development model, acted as an important 
catalyst for the debate on climate impacts� Two 
ambitious projects – Shaping the Future and Saving 
at Home – aimed to use energy-saving improvements 
to help Greek households reduce their energy con-
sumption (which is unsurpassed in Europe) and thus 
to cut energy costs for low-paid workers� The foun-
ding of the Ministry for the Environment, Energy and 
Climate Change was also an important milestone for 
the country� The idea was to facilitate an integrated 
approach that viewed energy policy, environmental 
protection and climate change as interwoven problems 
that would be addressed from a holistic perspective� 
Climate protection was to become a major component 
of Greece’s energy policy� But ever since the Greek 
debt crisis hit in 2010, the environment and energy 
have found themselves among the issues suffering 
from politicians’ lack of ability and capacity to take 
action – a situation that has arisen because all efforts 
have been, and still are being, channelled into tackling 
the crisis�

Along with the relevant minister, Papandreou wanted 
to link environmental protection to a new growth 
model that combined reductions in greenhouse gases, 
sustainable use of resources, job creation and an 
improved quality of life� This did, at least, get the 
topic onto the political agenda, even if the debates 
since then – again a result of the country's debt and 
economic crises – have mostly concentrated on the 
issues of energy security and strategic energy policy� 
A possible partnership with Israel and Cyprus is of 
great interest to Greece in this regard�

Greece is home to numerous environmental associa-
tions and civil society movements that are committed 
to preserving the country’s flora, fauna and marine 
habitats at the national and local level� The extent and 
global significance of changes to the climate also ins-
pired a series of studies (WWF Hellas, Bank of Greece, 

National Observatory of Athens, Institute for Envi-
ronmental Research and Sustainable Development) 
that analysed the impacts of climate change on the 
environment and society� Greek websites dedicated to 
the topic of energy (www�energia�gr, www�energyp-
ress�gr, www�econews�gr) are increasingly focusing on 
the climate problem in an effort to enrich the public 
dialogue and make people more aware of climate-
related issues� The Hellenic Foundation for European 
and Foreign Policy collaborated with the European 
Centre for Environmental Research and Training at 
Panteion University in Athens and with the Hellenic 
Society for the Protection of the Environment and Cul-
tural Heritage to launch an initiative entitled Moving 
On to a Greener Greece 2010 – 20� Using an open, 
web-based dialogue between academics, municipal 
politicians, NGOs and representatives of industry, the 
initiative aims to generate ideas about how to achieve 
green growth�1

The effects of climate change are already visible in 
Greece� The anticipated rise in temperatures will make 
living conditions for many city dwellers even harder 
than they already are, which in turn will result in 
consequences for the healthcare system� An increase 
in the use of air conditioning in buildings in urban 
and tourist areas could lead to shortfalls and overloa-
ding in the electricity grid in the future� This scenario 
became a reality in August 2013, when an accident at 
the local power station on Santorini, a popular holiday 
destination, caused the island to go without electricity 
for four days� The water supply was directly affected, 
as the desalination plant had to be shut down� Greece 
is also plagued by frequent, large-scale forest fires in 
summer� In combination with declining precipitation 
and increasingly frequent extreme weather events 
such as flooding, these fires are a burden on rural 
regions and reduce the size of harvests� Rising sea 
levels will also have consequences for the country’s 
sprawling coastline� Many coastal regions could end 
up flooded, and coastal erosion is also likely to occur. 
Both phenomena would have a major impact on local 
livelihoods and on coastal tourism, which accounts for 
15 to 18 percent of Greek GDP�

Greece is heavily dependent on imported energy 
sources, and its large-scale use of fossil fuels is put-
ting the environment at risk� Given the limited natural 
resources exploited to date, Greece is aware 

1 |  Initiative “Transition to a Green Greece 2010 – 2020”, 
http://diavouleusi�eliamep�gr [28 July 2014]�
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of the great importance of maintaining good relations 
with its supplier countries – above all Russia – to 
ensure affordable access to energy resources� At the 
same time, Greece is trying to exploit its potential 
as a transit country in order to offset its depen-
dency on imports of fossil fuels� The construction of 
the Trans Adriatic Pipeline (TAP) means that Greece 
has the chance to secure for itself one of the main 
transit routes bringing natural gas from Azerbaijan 
to European markets� That could make Greece – and 
the European Union – less dependent on Russian gas� 
But this situation could change� The recent discovery 
of large natural gas reserves off the coast of Israel 
and Cyprus have made the eastern Mediterranean a 
highly promising region for natural gas extraction, 
and Greece a key link in the transport route to the EU 
markets� The potential for gas extraction in the region 
around Crete and in the Ionian Sea has attracted 
international interest�

Greece has enacted specific laws and measures within 
the scope of the EU policy framework and strategy 
for climate and environmental protection� Law no� 
4042 / 2012 (transposing Directive 2008 / 99 / EC) on 
the protection of the environment through criminal 
law extends the state’s scope for intervention by 
highlighting and implementing effective measures 
for protecting the environment and by criminalising 
actions that damage the environment� Parts of the 
provisions contained in the law – the legal framework 
for waste generation and management (transposing 
Directive 2008 / 98 / EC) – regulate waste manage-
ment to protect the environment and general health, 
and simultaneously promote recycling� In addition to 
introducing extended producer responsibility, Greece 
has also adopted a national waste management plan� 
Nevertheless, a great deal of potential for generating 
energy from well-sorted waste doubtless still remains 
untapped�

In compliance with the EU’s binding rules on achieving 
the 20-20-20 targets, Greece funds electricity gene-
rated from renewable sources (Law no� 4062 / 2012, 
transposing Directive 2009 / 28 / EC)� Greece is rich in 
opportunities for generating renewable energy from 
hydro, wind and solar power, and expanding these 
sectors would be as beneficial to the economy as 
it would be to society and the environment� At the 
moment, however, Greece is not making sufficient use 
of these energy sources and, despite state investment 
incentives, the renewables sector is currently enjoying 
enormous popularity among almost exclusively foreign 
investors. Using renewable energies would benefit 
the country in numerous ways – such as allowing it to 
produce clean and carbon-free electricity on its own 

Installed wind capacity in Greece has more than doubled since 
2008. A wind farm with 40 turbines, making it the country’s 
largest, went online on Panachaiko Mountain in 2006. 

soil, reducing its dependency on fossil fuels, improving 
energy security on the Greek islands, decentralising 
electricity production and raising revenues for munici-
palities�

Although Greece has managed to increase the share 
of renewable energies in its energy mix over the past 
ten years, a variety of obstacles stand in the way 
of the ongoing development of the sector� Despite 
significant progress, the investment environment for 
renewable energies in Greece is still unstable� The tax 
and legal frameworks continue to be subject to con-
stant change� The solidarity tax on renewable ener-
gies (wind and photovoltaics), which Greece recently 
began applying retroactively, has further damaged the 
investment climate, while efforts to reduce bureau-
cratic barriers have been largely unsuccessful�

The ambitious Helios project, which was under dis-
cussion for a long time, including with partners in 
Germany, was set to make Greece the EU’s first large-
scale exporter of renewable energies� Helios com-
bined elements of energy policy, environmental policy 
and economics: decarbonisation, the use of national 
resources, job creation and the participation of private 
investors in the Greek electricity market� However, 
these disparate goals, issues of market-compliant 
energy generation and supply, and technological and 
financial constraints all hindered the implementation 
of the project, which was doubtless invested with 
overly high expectations from the outset�
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The Fukushima nuclear disaster of 2011 received 
extensive coverage in the Greek media, which made 
environmental destruction and climate change a ubi-
quitous subject of public debate for a short time� In 
general, nuclear power is not an issue in Greece, as 
the country has no nuclear power plant of its own – 
only a research reactor close to Athens� However, 
people are aware of the dangers posed by nuclear 
power� These were made clear in the aftermath of 
the Chernobyl disaster, which affected Greece� The 
country is worried about the possibility of an accident 
at Bulgaria’s Kozloduy nuclear power plant or at the 
facility planned for the Turkish province of Mersin on 
the southern Mediterranean coast�

At the international level, Greece, as a signatory to 
the Kyoto Protocol, has already exceeded the bin-
ding target under which it had to limit the increase 
in greenhouse gas emissions in the 2008 – 12 period 
to no more than 25 percent above its 1990 levels� In 
2010, its emissions had risen by 10�6 percent over the 
reference levels, putting them within the target� How-
ever, this was also a reflection of the downturn in eco-
nomic activity that came in the wake of the economic 
crisis, which had begun in the period mentioned� If 
we look at greenhouse gas emissions per unit of GDP, 
Greece is right down at the bottom of the European 
Union (0�61 kilograms of CO2 equivalent per unit of 
GDP) – although it has made significant improvements 
since 1990�

The facts show that Greece has already taken impor-
tant steps and implemented concrete measures on the 
road to climate protection� That said, climate change 
remains a vague concept for the majority of the Greek 
population� The growing interest in protecting the 
climate and the environment can mainly be traced 
back to actors in civil society and the private sector� 
Greece’s energy mix is still heavily dependent on 
imported fossil fuels, and concerns about security of 
supply dominate the country’s energy policy� The eco-
nomic crisis is proving a major obstacle to promoting 
renewable energies and is making it easy to engage in 
environmentally damaging activities� Examples of this 
are the widespread use of fireplaces for winter heating 
in cities, which causes smog, and the state energy 
corporation’s increased use of lignite to generate 
cheap electricity�


