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I don’t see Spain
getting a binding deal
on 15%. France is dead
against . . . but Spain
will not agree to any
2030 deal without very
strong commitments on
interconnectors

October 21, 2014 8:41 am

Franco-Spanish energy spat tests EU
Christian Oliver in Brussels and Tobias Buck in Madrid Author alerts

When it comes to Europe’s energy networks, Spain is an island – and it blames France for its
isolation.

After decades of frustration, Madrid’s anger is now boiling over ahead of an EU summit this
week, where diplomats expect a showdown between Prime Minister Mariano Rajoy and French
President François Hollande.

Renewable energy lies at the heart of their dispute: Spanish wind turbines easily produce more
power than is needed in the domestic market but that energy is wasted because there are few transmission

lines to carry it across the border to France.

Viewed from Madrid, the Pyrenees are a protectionist barrier behind which France has been shielding its nuclear industry from the
competition posed by Spain’s abundant renewables.

At a summit in Brussels on Thursday, Spain and Portugal will demand changes to force the 28 member states to connect their power grids
to neighbours in an attempt to resolve their frustration. They are even threatening to block the EU’s climate package for 2030 – the
centrepiece of its effort to fight global warming – unless they get their way.

The Franco-Spanish dispute has become the most notorious test-case for whether Europe has the political will to build a long-promised
“energy union”, a priority for Donald Tusk, incoming president of the European Council that has been given fresh urgency by the west’s
strained relations with Russia.

In theory, a single EU market for gas and electricity – as opposed to a patchwork of national ones – would reduce wastage and harmonise
prices. It would also help lessen dependence on outside suppliers such as Russia, with whom relations have become strained over its
involvement in Ukraine. The consultancy Strategy& estimates Europe could save €40bn a year by 2030 if it integrated its energy grids.

But Madrid’s experience in the Pyrenees – where its attempts to run pylons into France have been thwarted for
decades – illustrates why it is so hard to connect neighbouring countries despite the apparent benefits and
encouragement from Brussels.

Governments have tended to resist integration because they do not want to expose their energy incumbents to
outside competition or cannot generate commercial enthusiasm to fund and build the necessary infrastructure.

In the case of France, the culprit appears to be the state-backed nuclear industry, which produces three-
quarters of the country’s electricity. Spain accuses Paris of being reluctant to open its border to intermittent
flows of renewable energy that pose technical challenges for the atomic power stations that dominate its grid.

The Spanish government said that interconnectors were “not a bilateral issue but one that affects all of Europe . . . Spain supports the
creation of a single European market for energy, but to reach this objective there has to be interconnection.” The French government did
not immediately respond to a request for comment.

In recent years, Spain has also been thwarted by French protesters arguing that cross-border pylons would be an eyesore and damage
tourism. Despite such opposition, a modest Pyrenean interconnector will open next year. But in a €700m compromise to the protesters,
two 780-tonne drilling machines had to bore a tunnel through the mountains to hide the cables.

Spain has been so discouraged by its attempts to connect to France that it is considering an 895km link under the Bay of Biscay to sell its
surplus power to Britain in a project that could cost as much as €2.5bn.

At this week’s EU summit it is demanding compulsory legislation on cross-border electricity interconnectors. Spain wants a target
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obliging countries to be able to exchange 15 per cent of their national generating capacity over their borders, arguing that previous
voluntary targets have not worked.

“Ultimately, I don’t see Spain getting a binding deal on 15 per cent. France is dead against,” said one official close to the talks. “But Spain
will not agree to any 2030 deal without very strong commitments on interconnectors.”

If adopted, Spain’s binding 15 per cent interconnectivity target would require building interconnectors across Europe. Spain’s
interconnectivity with France is a meagre 3 per cent – and the interconnector opening next year will only lift that to 6 per cent.

Currently, the EU only has a non-binding target for interconnectivity of 10 per cent by 2020.

Across the continent, the average is 8 per cent, achieved mainly by Germany and central European nations. The countries that would be
challenged by a high target include Britain and Italy.

Britain should be helped by a €2bn interconnector with Norway – the world’s longest to run underwater – which should become
operational in 2020. This cable is intended to use Norwegian renewables, such as wind and hydropower.

Italy’s problems are caused by poor connectivity from the south – where wind and solar farms are unable to transmit their power
northwards, even within Italy itself.
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