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‘Middle ground’: we are in between the easy and the 
difficult phase of the energy transition

• Fossil resilience (share of fossil fuels in European energy demand);

82% in 1990 – 78% in 2005 – 68% in 2023 – 0% in 2050?

BE (2023): 73%

• Powering through or muddling along in the middle ground?

• How to align policies, market forces and user involvement?

Sources: Eurostat, Energy Statistics, https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php?title=Energy_statistics_-_an_overview





Electricity in Europe: renewables do not (yet) push fossil-
based generation capacity (MW) out of the market



Rådet for Grøn Omstilling / Green Transition Denmark 
https://rgo.dk/en/energy-within-planetary-boundaries-a/

“ In the national climate and energy accounts, Denmark's international transport is not 
counted but if you look at the entire Danish economy and include our international 
transport, 68% of the total energy consumption is still fossil. Only 13% of energy 
consumption is electrified, and Denmark's fossil consumption increased by 63% since 
1968. Today, only 13% of Denmark's gross energy consumption comes from clean 
renewable energy sources such as sun, wind, heat pumps, hydropower and geothermal 
energy. The report estimates that Denmark is at most one sixth of the way with the green 
transition away from fossil fuels.”

“RGO recommends that Denmark increases its production of solar and wind energy 
ninefold towards 2040, and make a much faster electrification of road transport, heat 
supply and industry.”



Pit Thermal Energy Storage



Local involvement in energy infrastructure; 
 
 markets + consistent policy framework (incl. 

evaluation) + support schemes + energy literacy





UNFCCC 1992, Kyoto Protocol, EU ETS 2005, Clean Energy Package 
(2016-2018), European Green Deal (2019), Fit for 55,…

EU: liberalized energy markets + climate/energy policy targets + ‘market-
based’ approach (ETS & ETS2) + R&D-support

Member States: ‘muddling in the middle ground’



Mazzucato: 

carbon tax (ETS) + R&D subsidies =   
 a worryingly slow transition 

-> we need transformative public investments 
and transformative regulation

‘Our lethargic transition pace is a lesson in 
what can happen if government leaves the 
market to sort out problems and abstains from 
assuming its entrepreneurial role in society.’



‘The second area for action is 
a joint plan for 

decarbonisation and 
competitiveness. If Europe’s 

ambitious climate targets are 
matched by a coherent plan to 

achieve them, 
decarbonisation will be an 

opportunity for Europe. But if 
we fail to coordinate our 

policies, there is a risk that 
decarbonisation could run 

contrary to competitiveness 
and growth.’



Energy prices gap EU-US for industrial users; electricity and gas 
(€/MWh)

source: Draghi, M. (2024). The future of European competitiveness, Part A | A competitiveness strategy for Europe, p.11



The Clean Industrial Deal: 
A joint roadmap for competitiveness and decarbonisation
(COM(2025) 85 final) 

‘As natural gas is overall expected to remain the main price-setter for electricity 
in the next years in the EU, the Commission stands ready to support Member 
States when designing State aid measures. These would allow Member States 
to address extreme price spikes and exceptional price environments and to 
decouple the translation of high gas prices into electricity prices, based on 
proven models in emergency situations (p.4).’



“To digitalise and decarbonise the 
economy and increase our defence 
capacity, the investment share in 
Europe will have to rise by around 5 
percentage points of GDP to levels last 
seen in the 1960s and 70s. This is 
unprecedented: for comparison, the 
additional investments provided by 
the Marshall Plan between 1948-51 
amounted to around 1-2% of GDP 
annually.”



„Jeder investierte Euro in Infrastruktur lässt das 
Bruttoinlandsprodukt um fast drei Euro steigen.“



Mariana and Mario 
argue for  
transformative public 
investments
(& Merz is in)

Mazzucato; entrepreneurial role of 
government in society

Moonshot; market forces can transform 
societies, but this takes many decades

What is the goal or purpose of 
transformative investments?

Where is the consumer/citizen in this 
transformation?



Transformative investments and building stock challenges



Impact of 20 years of ‘market-based’ renovation 
policies in Flanders?



EC (2019): 90% of ‘energetic renovations’ are 
side-product of functional renovations



Cost of renovation?

• Small terraced: € 40 000
• Apartment: € 40 000
• Large, detached: + € 100 000
• Complete make-over of large 

detached house: + € 300 000
• Market says ‘no’ 



The financial barrier for renovation investments
towards carbon neutrality

VL WALL BXL

% of owners with insufficient resources for carbon neutral
renovations 40-54 43-57 36-47

% of owners lacking up to € 6.250 4 3 5
% of owners lacking € 6.250 to € 12.500 4 4 5

% of owners lacking € 12.500 to € 25.000 8 8 9
% of owners lacking € 25.000 to € 50.000 19 18 18
% of owners lacking more than € 50.000 9 14 7

source: Albrecht, J. en Hamels, S. (2021). The financial barrier for renovation investments towards a carbon neutral building stock.
An assessment for the Flemish region in Belgium, Energy & Buildings, Vol.248, DOI10.1016/j.enbuild.2021.111177



Efficiency of renovation subsidies?

• Limited additionality: low CO2-gains per public EUR spent
• High ‘Mathew-effect’; 66% free riders among subsidized owners
• Subsidized increase of capital and housing inequality
• Just transition?
• Most likely renovation incentives did increase prices of inefficient

houses



To renovate or to 
transform?

The division or 
compartmentalization of large 

old houses into three small 
apartments is economically 

profitable (market says ‘yes’), 
allows for energy savings, and 

addresses housing market 
shortage. Hence this 

opportunity is prohibited in 
Flanders.



To renovate or to transform?



Vienna; 950.000 rental units
28% City of Vienna
27% Limited-profit housing associations
45% private market

Social housing production since 2014: + 11.000/year



Vienna, ‘The Welfare City’

• ‘For over a century, the city has pursued a housing policy that treats housing 
as a public good.

• The majority of Vienna’s two million residents live with long-term leases, 
often with shared infrastructure such as parks, libraries and community 
centers in the vicinity. It’s not just a numbers game – it’s also about shaping 
how people live together in the city.

• How could Vienna become a genuine Caring City – a city in which not only 
the public sector care for its citizens but people themselves care for one 
another and for their city? The idea is that everyone shoulders responsibility: 
for the well-being of their neighbours, of their building, of their surrounding.’

• Source: ARCH+ (2025). Agency for better living, Wien/Rome



‘Social projects’ in 
Copenhagen

• Housing projects are part of city 
transformation ambitions

• Public-Private Partnership

• Nordhavn, 2007-2050 + 40 000 
units

• Ørestad, 1992 – now + 10 000 units



Urban landscape transformation is an attitude

• Entrepreneurial role of local government
• Goal is to increase quality of life
• Vienna: cooperative models to cocreate the city – some projects are 

developed by their future tenants; 
• experimenting with new forms of housing and functional diversity (e.g. 

Frauenwohnproject Ro*sa 2010)
• empowerment of residents/citizens to boost innovation, 

entrepreneurship and local initiatives
• Vienna: no dedicated ‘heat pump’ or decarbonisation policies
 



Powering through the middle ground…

• Mazzucato & Draghi: we need transformative public investment programs 
(up to 5% of GDP)

• Entrepreneurial governments will have to pick up the challenge (local?)

• Expertise?

• Market forces should be used, not blocked

• City transformation is an attitude, with a focus on cocreation and caring

• What is possible with housing, is equally possible with energy

• Do we want to transform? So, let’s change our attitude… 



Bedankt voor uw aandacht!

Nieuwe publicatie;
‘Energieprijzen en competitiviteit. Een alternatieve lezing van 

het Draghi-rapport’

https://www.itinera.team/nl/publicaties/rapporten/energieprijzen-en-
competitiviteit

johan.albrecht@ugent.be

https://www.itinera.team/nl/publicaties/rapporten/energieprijzen-en-competitiviteit
https://www.itinera.team/nl/publicaties/rapporten/energieprijzen-en-competitiviteit
mailto:johan.albrecht@ugent.be
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