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Sustainable Energy Development and Social Acceptance in the 
European Union’s New Member States

MAREK MUISTE and HECTOR PAGAN
Tartu Regional Energy Agency, 
Institute of Government and Politics, University of Tartu

This chapter seeks to identify the weakness-
es in the social links inside the communities 
of the EU’s new member states focusing 
on problems related to sustainable energy 
development and energy leadership. Weak 
social connections within the community 
add an extra dimension to the already 
problematic area of sustainable develop-
ment and make the goals even more diffi -
cult to achieve. The energy agency’s model, 
seen as an indicator of the vitality of local 
energy leadership, may offer a means by 
which social acceptance of sustainable energy 
efforts can be achieved.

The city engineer of Tartu (Estonia) began 
his presentation with the words: ‘We are 
coming from the big black hole,’ referring 
to conditions during the Soviet period. 
In his presentation he described the pro-
gress of sustainable urban planning, and 
then introduced the efforts that were made 
on a Sustainable Urban Transport Plan 
(SUTP). After two years’ work, the plan 
was fi nalised and sent to the city coun-
cil for approval. The council was rather 
critical about the document, rejecting the 
SUTP on the grounds that it had failed to 
get the required political support. Follow-
ing this incident, in 2007, the city govern-
ment made the decision not to continue 
with the SUTP in Tartu. 

Does this sound familiar? It should do, 
particularly if you are from one of the new 
member states, where you may know of 
other examples like this. It demonstrates 
a lesson that has been well learned in the 
West: that planning policy and decisions, 
perhaps more so than most other public 
policies (with the exception of taxes), de-
pend heavily upon political and public at-
titudes.

The city of Tartu has made many efforts 
towards sustainable transport modes. It is 
a fairly sustainable city by EU standards: 
walking, cycling, and public transport are 
used in over 60 per cent of journeys (rough-
ly the same as Copenhagen, the unoffi cial 
capital of bicycles) and car journeys are 
way below the EU average. However, the 
reasons for this are not conscious lifestyle 
changes or well-coordinated planning, but 
are more the result of historical socio-eco-
nomic factors (such as families not being 
able to afford a car). To move beyond this to 
the next level of sustainable development, 
a more strategic cooperative approach is 
needed.

There is a desire to move to the next level 
of sustainability, and the necessary techni-
cal competence and other resources do ex-
ist, but like most other Central and Eastern 

European (CEE) communities, expertise 
and resources tend to be scattered among 
various institutions working at different 
levels (local, national, regional, and EU). 
Due to the scope and size of sustainable 
planning processes in particular – requiring 
a large number of stakeholders to represent 
the public, private, third-party, and fi nan-
cial sectors – close cooperation is essential 
to ensure an effective outcome. 

Getting all the pieces to fi t together is made 
all the more diffi cult in new member states 
because of the lack of understanding and 
mistrust that exists among decision-mak-
ers, technical experts, and citizens. Various 
studies have demonstrated the low level of 
trust in post-Soviet civil societies, for ex-
ample according to the 2010 Eurobarometer, 
twice as many people in other parts of Eu-
rope (66 per cent) trust Small and Medium 
Enterprises (SMEs) compared to countries 
like Bulgaria (34 per cent) and Romania (33 
per cent).

Estonia, relatively speaking, suffers less 
from public sector corruption and has low-
er levels of ethnic and cultural diversity 
than among the new member states, but it 
is nevertheless an important (and diffi cult) 
issue to address. Inexperience in forming 
cooperative relationships is demonstrated 

in various ways, notably, for example, in 
the reluctance of local government agen-
cies, private fi rms, and NGOs to consult lo-
cal experts in order to fi nd solutions. A re-
cent study of Estonian ministries found that 
only 34 per cent indicated they had consult-
ed experts while carrying out their work. In 
turn, low levels of trust in the public sector 
lead to political processes that minimise 
public input, thus making it more diffi cult 
for the state to infl uence the lifestyle and 
consumer habits of its citizens. 

Turning to sustainable energy issues in par-
ticular, one way of assessing the level of 
state cooperation is to look at the number 
of successful international cooperation pro-
jects in which the country is engaged. One 
indicator could be participation in the In-
telligent Energy Europe (IEE) programme 
– a dedicated grant scheme for fi nancing 
promotional activities in the fi eld of sus-
tainable energy and transport. A low level 
of participation might indicate a lack of 
knowledge and trust in the scheme and the 
activities that it is supporting.

From 2005 to 2011, the IEE programme 
funded a total of 567 projects. Only 48 of 
these had Estonian partners, and among 
these, only one had a lead partner from 
Estonia, the very project that provided the 



44 45

Pa
rti

ci
pa

tio
n 

in
 U

rb
an

 C
lim

at
e 

Pr
ot

ec
tio

n 
– 

An
sw

er
s 

of
 E

ur
op

ea
n 

Mu
ni

cip
al

iti
es

funding for the Tartu Region-
al Energy Agency.

Although these problems are 
very typical for new member 
states, they can be diffi cult 
to understand for countries 
with a longstanding tradition 
of democracy and an active 
civil society. Combined with the specifi c 
problems of promoting sustainable energy 
development elsewhere in the world, a 
unique mix of problems that block and hin-
der sustainable development are evident in 
new member states such as Estonia, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Hungary and Cyprus. 

One way to develop trust within this specif-
ic area is to promote effective cooperation 
via energy leadership; and a targeted way 
to improve local energy leadership is by 
creating energy agencies. As global energy 
and climate policy is implemented mostly 
at a local level, supporting the creation of 
energy agencies has been one of the most 
interesting actions taken by the European 
Community to address sustainable energy 
development. For over two decades the 
European Commission has supported the 
development of energy agencies through 
the European Agency of Competitiveness 
and Innovation (EACI), which runs the In-
telligent Energy Europe (IEE) programme. 
The EACI supports sustainable energy and 
transport development by advising state 
institutions and local citizens, and through 
communicating the European Commis-

Country comparison of IEE-funded projects in Eastern Europe, compiled 
by the authors.

sion’s policies. Energy agencies can therfore 
become a vital component in the develop-
ment of the community.

The energy agency approach has been 
very popular, with over 422 energy agen-
cies established all over Europe. Looking 
at the map of energy agencies in the EU, it 
is clear that the density of them decreases 
drastically towards the new member states 
in Eastern Europe. For example, only 17 
per cent (73) of agencies are located in the 
12 countries that have joined the EU since 
2004. That is 12 less than in Italy and Spain 
alone, which are of a comparable size in 
terms of population. Finland and Sweden 
have 28 agencies among less than 16 mil-
lion people – one-sixth of the population 
of the new member states. Germany alone 
has 63 agencies for a population that is 20 
million people smaller than the population 
of the new member states. Estonia has only 
one energy agency.

In regions where energy agencies have been 
established, they can widen the possibili-
ties for a sustainable energy development 
through local energy leadership. In the best 

Map of energy agencies in some of Europe’s new 
member states, www.managenergy.net.

case scenarios, energy agencies become the 
backbone of regional energy development, 
supporting the community in many ways. 
In new member states in particular, energy 
agencies have been seen to serve as key in-
termediaries, helping to break down the bar-
riers of distrust, and connecting segments of 
society together.

•	 For the public sector: energy agencies 
are low-cost sources of independent ex-
pertise. 

•	 For the public: as NGOs, energy agen-
cies have more fl exibility and freedom 
to communicate with the general public 
about relevant issues. Their indepen-
dence from the state and other institu-
tions can make it easier for some peo-
ple to trust them.

•	 For the business community: energy 
agencies are able to provide expertise 
in specifi c areas, which can help busi-
nesses to gain access to capital and new 
markets, cut costs, and give them a 
competitive advantage.

•	 For the media: energy agencies can 
supply and communicate the general 
knowledge needed for topics such as 
climate change and EU energy policy. 

•	 For	the	fi	nancial	sector: energy agen-
cies can analyse the feasibility of energy 
investments.

In other words, effective energy agencies 
act as ‘translators,’ communicating the lan-
guage of fi nance to companies, the language 
of energy effi ciency and climate change to 
consumers, and offering communities added 
value from a well managed energy sector.

Unfortunately, however, this ideal is not of-
ten reached. In the new member states in 
particular, where experience of civil soci-
ety is narrow and trust in the state is low, 
regional cooperation is not easy to develop. 
One  reason for this lack of cooperation is 
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that there is no certainty about the sustain-
ability of energy agencies, and the short 
lifespan of them (only three years of guar-
anteed funding) is problematic in a society 
where trust is hard won and, like anywhere, 
developed over a period of time.

To address this, some older member states 
have developed a range of support strate-
gies for energy management. In Sweden, 
for example, each municipality directly 
pays a per capita sum towards energy man-
agement. In new member states, coopera-
tion and support structures such as this do 
not exist. 

There are several reasons why older mem-
ber states perform better than new ones, 
not least that: they already have experi-
ence in operating and supporting energy 
leadership; they possess more resources; 
and benefi t from a longer history of living 
in healthy civil societies with better devel-
oped relationships between the public and 
private sectors in general.

When the city of Tartu and Tartu Science 
Park took the initiative and developed the 
Tartu Regional Energy Agency (TREA), 
they discovered during the process that 
bringing together technical expertise into 
one organisation, although benefi cial, 
could not achieve maximum impact in re-
gional energy development. The reason 
for this was that the energy experts in the 
agency were trying to operate in situations 
where local cooperation models in this fi eld 
were dysfunctional; discovering a variety 
of social problems that led to the dysfunc-
tion, and which made the development of 
sustainable energy leadership diffi cult. Af-
ter visiting other energy agencies all over 
Europe, two important factors regarding 
energy management in new member states 
became clear: fi rst, they found that al-
though this problem is universal, in newer 
member countries the market gap for suc-
cessful energy leadership is much greater; 
second, they found that while it is diffi cult 
to get into the market, it is not easier to stay 
there. As a result, in the short term, energy 
agencies in new member states have been 
less successful in promoting sustainable 
strategies, and the achievements they do 
realise, require greater levels of effort and 
resources. 

A strategic objective of the European Com-
mission should be to increase the long-term 
sustainability of regional energy agencies 
within new member states. This will as-
sist new member states in nurturing trust 
among citizens and building stronger col-

laborative relationships with key energy 
sector actors, such as the local government, 
civil organisations, private business, the fi -
nance sector, and other utility agencies.
As a result of this process of building stron-
ger relationships, participating communi-
ties will be able to achieve the long-term 
environmental targets they have already set 
and, for example, increase their share of re-
newable energy in total energy consumption, 
as predicted below.

Several new member state municipali-
ties are also members of the Covenant of 
Mayors Offi ce (CoMO) agreement, or have 
explicitly agreed to contribute to the EU’s 
goal of reducing CO2 emissions by 2020. 
Other relevant sustainability goals will be 
pursued through the interactive processes of 
CoMO and the EU, fuelled by the consen-

Renewable energy targets among new member states, 
compiled by the authors.

sus of its key energy actors. Energy agencies 
as independent bodies can add extra impe-
tus, therefore, by providing the knowledge 
needed locally in order to fulfi l current and 
future goals.

Another strategic objective of the Euro-
pean Commission should be to increase 
the number of successful and sustainable 
regional energy agencies in new member 
states. This could be achieved through 

training programmes and/or a 
guidebook outlining effective 
cooperation strategies, which 
would reduce the learning 
curve experienced by new re-
gional energy agencies when 
setting up. Further com-
munication strategies might 
also include the creation of a 

‘feedback loop’ through which new mem-
ber states’ specifi c circumstances (and 
unique problems) are sent to the European 
Commission. This would provide not only 
valuable data, but also a much needed 
touchstone, but all of this will only be of 
use if the benefi ts of good communication 
are taken seriously by everyone.

The Swedish model of energy agencies (simplified), 
compiled by the authors.
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