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SPAIN

Adriaan Kühn

CLIMATE CHANGE OVERSHADOWED BY THE 

ECONOMIC CRISIS

The debate surrounding climate change in Spain 
shows a clear disparity between the public’s percep-
tion (of problems) on one side and their willingness to 
act on the other� The Spanish prove themselves to be 
well-informed in surveys and express their concerns 
about the consequences of climate change� However, 
there is little pressure from civil society on politics and 
the economy� The once ambitious political efforts have 
stalled� Climate policy is a subject for academics and 
experts; it rarely plays a role in the media or among 
the public�

PUBLIC PERCEPTION

The attitudes of the Spanish population towards cli-
mate change are well-informed� Climate change scep-
tics are in the minority: only around 5 percent of res-
pondents were of the opinion that climate change did 
not exist�1 An absolute majority (57 percent) believes 
that too little is being done to counter climate change� 
However, climate activists still complain that there is a 
disconnect between public opinion and the willingness 
of individuals in Spain to lead more climate-friendly 
lifestyles�

CLIMATE CHANGE AND POLITICS

Climate change fails to stir up much emotion in 
 Spanish politics� There are two reasons for this:

 Q Green or environmental parties have only attained 
niche status in the Spanish party system� Some 25 
“partidos verdes” are registered with the Ministry 
of the Interior – yet not one of them holds any 
influence at the national level. Environmental as-
sociations are also very rarely successful in setting 
the agenda for public debates� For the established 
parties there is little need to develop policies to re-
act to such weak opposition� The importance given 
to environmental policy in general and to dealing 
with climate change in particular is reflected in its 
institutional implementation� When José María Aznar 
assumed the prime minister’s office in 1996, a sep-
arate environment ministry was set up for the first 

1 |  Cf� Pablo Ángel Meira Cartea et� al�, La respuesta de la 
sociedad española ante el cambio climático, Fundación 
Mapfre, 2013�

time� In 2008 – at the start of José Luis Rodríguez 
Zapatero’s second term as prime minister – a state 
secretary for climate change was even appointed� 
The environment ministry has since moved to the 
new Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Environ-
ment� Yet now there is only a directorate-general 
to address climate change (Oficina Española para el 
cambio climático)�

 Q Climate change is overshadowed by the economic 
crisis – both in terms of the attention paid to the 
issue by the media and its priority among policy 
makers� It seems that most political actors take 
a cost-benefit approach that attempts to balance 
a climate-friendly energy policy with prospects of 
economic growth� Despite the long-term economic 
potential of green energy suppliers, further regula-
tion efforts by decision makers are mostly seen as 
counter-productive, because the main concern is to 
quickly revive the Spanish economy�

CLIMATE CHANGE IN THE MEDIA

The Spanish press reports extensively on international 
climate conferences and discussions within the scien-
tific community about climate change. But the media 
also take a national perspective in its coverage: the 
readers of Spanish daily newspapers will be informed, 
for instance, that rising sea levels would put hundreds 
of kilometres of sandy beaches at risk, which would 
threaten to stem the influx of tourists. Frequently 
occurring fluctuations in temperature are also said 
to be responsible for poor grape harvests and thus 
pose a threat to wine production� A recent study that 
examined the Spanish media’s coverage of climate 
change came to the conclusion that it gives balanced 
views from various different perspectives� However, 
it also found that the journalists, in the majority of 
the media reports analysed, neglected to include 
an explanation of the scientific concepts and a clear 
illustration of the causes and consequences of climate 
change�2

Energy security is an issue in Spain� The country can 
cover around a quarter of its primary consumption 
with domestic production – a figure that is signifi-
cantly below the EU average� While Russia is Spain’s 

2 |  Bienvenido León and Alica de Lara, Ciencia y  cambio 
climático, Rogelio Fernández Reyes and Rosalba 
 Mancinas Chávez (eds�), Medios de comunicación y 
 cambio climático, Sevilla, 2013, pp� 91 – 105, 
http://issuu�com/ladecom/docs/cambio_climatico 
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most important trading partner for oil, the majority 
of its gas comes from north Africa� Its main supplier 
in this region is Algeria� The Arab Spring dominated 
the debate surrounding the dependency on imported 
energy even more than the Ukraine crisis did� Con-
cerns about this issue dissolved as widespread pro-
tests broke out against rising electricity prices�

For a long time, people in Spain hoped that rene-
wable energy promotion would kill three birds with 
one stone: reduce its dependency on imported fossil 
fuels, cut its greenhouse gas emissions (Spain spent 
€770 million on emissions allowances from 2008 to 
2012, making it second worldwide only to Japan) and 
fulfil its international commitments on climate change 
(such as the EU’s 20-20-20 targets)�

Like much else in Spain in recent years, subsidies 
for renewable energies were handed out (overly) 
generously� Operators of photovoltaic installations 
received almost €0�44 per kilowatt-hour in 2007, 
which was 575 percent above the average reference 
tariff for that year� While the property boom had 
become sluggish, a bubble emerged on the renewable 
energy market, especially in the photovoltaic sector� 
Measured in kilowatt-hours, renewables have grown 
by 19 percent annually since 1990, while traditional 
energy sources have not even managed to achieve 
2 percent growth�

The subsidy programmes are – along with other 
factors such as the government’s freezing of nominal 
electricity prices at the level of inflation – the reason 
the national budget is weighed down by a regulatory 
“tariff deficit” (déficit tarifario) totalling €30 billion. 
The huge funding gaps not only pose a threat to mee-
ting the deficit targets agreed with Brussels, but also 
cause unrest within the population� The power bills 
of Spanish households have increased by 70 percent 
since 2005� In Europe only Cypriots and Maltese pay 
more for their electricity�

Now the government has to back-pedal� Subsidies, 
special tariffs and tax credits have been drastically cut 
or abolished� Investors are afraid they will lose their 
capital and have already started bringing arbitration 
claims against Spain in response to the legislative 
changes�

This just leaves the demand side of carbon reduction� 
The government plan Acción de Eficiencia Energética 
en España 2011 – 20 states that Spain still has clear 
potential to increase energy efficiency and reduce 
energy consumption per capita, when compared with 
its European neighbours�

The Spanish public is familiar with the term “Ener-
giewende” from newspaper reports on the German 
coalition negotiations following Germany’s 2013 
national elections� Protests have been held against the 
government’s proposal to extend the lifespan of a nuc-
lear power plant� However, an early withdrawal from 
the nuclear energy programme is not being discussed�

Spain’s ambitions with regard to European climate and 
energy policy are currently restricted to fulfilling its 
existing commitments. An official from the Ministry of 
Industry, Energy and Tourism writes: “We support the 
EU environmental policy … , but, in the current context 
of a weak economy, its impact on industrial production 
must be taken into account�”3

Environmental associations, such as Ecologistas en 
Acción, on the other hand, always play the Brussels 
card if they want to exert pressure on the govern-
ment� Last year Spain committed 29 violations of 
EU environmental regulations, making it the leading 
violator in this area according to European Commis-
sion figures.

Spain has earned a reputation of not being a foot-
dragger when it comes to negotiating multilateral 
agreements� For instance, it acted as broker at the UN 
Climate Change Conference in Doha in 2012 that thre-
atened to end in a stalemate� Yet Spain is certainly 
not a pioneer in climate policy� For the former envi-
ronment minister Arias Cañete it was a success when, 
in the sixth national communication to the UNFCCC in 
2013, he could “finally” announce that Spain’s Kyoto 
targets had been met�

Almost nobody in Spain has any doubt that the United 
Nations is the appropriate forum for climate change 
negotiations� Climate policy, however, is relegated 
to the bottom of the Spanish government’s list of 
international priorities� The rather slow progress in 
negotiations over a new climate regime may even suit 
the government�

3 |  Manuel Valle Muñoz, “Política industrial sostenible 
y medio ambiente”, Economía industrial 387, 2013, 
pp� 55 – 64�


