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Cross-Party Agreement on Decarbonisation Targets but No Mas-
ter Plan for Future Electricity System  

 
Potsdam, October 20, 2020. Which political parties have the most ambitious climate 
and energy policies? The answer, according to a new study, is surprising. In Ger-
many, France, Spain and Italy, parties across the political spectrum, from the 
Greens to the Liberals, show a similar level of ambition on this score. However, 
researchers have also identified a major impediment to the energy transition: 
none of the investigated parties has a convincing idea for a technology mix that 
would ensure grid stability despite weather-related fluctuations in wind and solar 
energy.  
 
The researchers analysed climate policies in the EU’s four largest electricity markets. In the 
case of Germany and Spain, representative citizen polls were also considered in the investi-
gation. As lead author Richard Thonig from the IASS explains, the political parties were cate-
gorised according to three distinct energy transition strategies or pathways: “In the state-
centred approach, the task of planning the energy transition is left to experts, who prescribe 
how exactly grid expansion or the nuclear and coal phaseout should proceed. In the market-
centred strategy, market actors are trusted to determine the specifics of the future energy 
system and the government’s role is limited to defining the boundary conditions of the tran-
sition. Grassroots-centred strategies, by contrast, aim for a decentralised, citizen-led energy 
transition.” The study shows how the three approaches manifest in national climate targets, 
renewable electricity targets, and the flexibility preferences of government and opposition 
political parties.  
 
Flexibility options are required to deal with the challenge of intermittent renewable electrici-
ty. To ensure an uninterrupted electricity supply, electricity generation and consumption 
need to be balanced. This can be achieved through cross-border electricity trading, the de-
velopment of storage facilities, or the installation of additional generation capacities, based, 
for example, on biomass or concentrated solar power.  
 
Strong goals, weak strategy 
 
Across the political spectrum, researchers found a similar level of ambition with regard to 
decarbonisation and the expansion of renewables among parties and citizens alike. Thus, 
contrary to their expectations, the different political ideologies had hardly any effect on en-
ergy policy preferences. All three pathways foresee more stringent decarbonisation targets 
over time, ranging from 75% to 100% by 2050 (compared to 1990). While there is no signif-
icant ideologically motivated difference in overall ambition, the decarbonisation targets set 
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by the market-centred strategy are somewhat lower (75% to 80% by 2050) than those of 
the grassroots-centred (85% to 95%) and state-centred (75% to 100%) pathways. 
However, to have any chance of meeting these targets, governments now need to make up 
for lost time. “Regardless of the strategies they pursue – grassroots, state-centred or mar-
ket-centred – none of the parties has a plan that is even remotely clear about how they in-
tend to ensure a stable and reliable future supply of electricity in the absence of sunshine or 
wind,” summarises co-author Johan Lilliestam. “Climate targets that are compatible with the 
Paris Agreement call for the decarbonisation of the European electricity system well before 
the year 2050. To allow for that possibility, governments now urgently need to adopt plausi-
ble policy pathways for achieving that goal.” For the rapidly emerging renewable electricity 
system, flexibility is an issue that needs far more political attention. 
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Funded by the ministries of research of the Federal Republic of Germany and the State of Branden-

burg, the Institute for Advanced Sustainability Studies (IASS) aims to identify and promote 

development pathways for a global transformation towards a sustainable society. The IASS employs a 
transdisciplinary approach that encourages dialogue to understand sustainability issues and generate 

potential solutions in cooperation with partners from academia, civil society, policymaking, and the 
business sector. A strong network of national and international partners supports the work of the insti-

tute. Its central research topics include the energy transition, emerging technologies, climate change, 

air quality, systemic risks, governance and participation, and cultures of transformation. 
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