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FOREWORD 

This report describes how we can promote a cost-effective and 
powerful climate policy by adopting a more holistic, long-term 
view of how societies, policy and technology develop. 

We must view climate policy as a process of long-term learning and restructuring, rather 
than a series of stand-alone measures in a static world. Through broad learning processes, 
climate policies and practical measures that are decided on at a certain point in time can 
affect the long-term evolution of technology and costs, institutions and attitudes. 

To a large degree, economists have been allowed to define what cost-effective climate policy 
is. Unfortunately, quite a few economists have done so based on assumptions that are inad-
equate in a global, long-term perspective. And that is exactly what the climate challenge is: 
global, and very long-term.

As an economist, I find it thought-provoking that many of the positive things that have 
happened in the arena of climate policy (such as the development of wind power and solar 
panels) have happened in spite of economists’ advice rather than because of it. Develop-
ments have largely been driven by technologists, enthusiasts and visionary politicians. In 
the public debate, economists often seemed like critics, frequently referring to measures 
lacking cost-effectiveness. In some cases, such criticism might have been justified, but in 
many others, critics have had too narrow a perspective. Economics can offer important con-
tributions to a powerful climate policy, but must take into account how technology, policy, 
organisation and attitudes will develop over time. Without this understanding, economic 
analyses have limited value.

I hope this report will encourage a general debate on the nature of a cost-effective and powerful 
climate policy. My goal is not to provide detailed instructions with specific measures. My goal 
is to highlight the need for more holistic, long-term thinking.  

In order to promote broad debate across disciplines, I have tried to express things as simply 
as possible, but no simpler. I have used footnotes to provide relevant additional information 
and supplementary explanations of economic terms. The specific examples in this text are 
primarily used to illuminate and support my general points: Opinions of specific technolog-
ical opportunities will change over time, but learning processes in order to meet the climate 
challenge will be important throughout.

As a reader, you deserve to know something about my background: Before I became an econ-
omist, I studied philosophy, sociology and mathematics at the University of Oslo, worked as 
a high school teacher for a few years, and as a programmer for a couple of years. In 1994 I 
graduated in economics (cand.oecon). My thesis was a game theory analysis of global cli-
mate and energy policy. In the same year, I started as a consultant at ECON Analyse, where I 
became a partner after a few years. Most of my work involved energy issues, which are often 
related to the climate challenge. Since 2005, I have worked at Statnett (the Norwegian TSO), 
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where I am chief economist. Here, I have been dealing with questions related to economic 
efficiency, the energy system of the future and how we can develop a robust and decarbon-
ised energy system. I am also a member of the board at EnergiX, The Research Council of 
Norway’s energy research programme. This report expresses my personal opinion.

I would like to thank the following persons with backgrounds in economics, technology and 
other relevant disciplines for discussions and suggestions that have improved this report: 
Christian Grorud, Berit Tennbakk, Per Ove Eikeland, Torjus Folsland Bolkesjø, Asbjørn 
Torvanger, Tore Snekkvik, Anne Jorun Aas, Ane Torvanger Brunvoll, Per Espen Stoknes, 
Elin Lerum Boasson, Martha Marie Øberg, Anje Stiers, Maria Sandsmark, Ove Wolfgang, 
Anders Bjartnes, Kitty Byng, Marius Holm, Anders Kringstad, Lene Elizabeth Hodge, Arild 
Skedsmo, Inge Stenkløv and Marianne Sjølund.

Some might call this a long report. Given the importance of the topic and the many issues 
that could have been discussed, it is short.   

Happy reading!

Oslo, 10th February 2015
Jan Bråten

NORWEGIAN CLIMATE FOUNDATION 

The Norwegian Climate Foundation is very happy to be able to contribute to the discussi-
on of climate policy by publishing and distributing this report. Jan Bråten has produced a 
major, important report which we believe will drive the discussion of climate policy many 
steps forward.

Oslo, 10th February 2015

Anders Bjartnes
Director 
Norwegian Climate Foundation

http://klimastiftelsen.no/
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KEY MESSAGES

From a global perspective, it is cost-effective that some countries pave 
the way and develop new climate-friendly technologies and better 
climate policy solutions. Other countries can take inspiration, learn from 
the pioneers, and hence benefit from the cost reductions they create. 
Those who lead the way make it easier for others to follow. 

In the year 2100, the world economy may be eight times larger than it is today. At the same 
time, greenhouse gas emissions will have to be close to zero. According to the European 
Commission’s Energy Roadmap 2050, the power sector should have close to zero emissions 
as early as 2050. These goals require serious action. Substantial improvement in technology 
and increased knowledge of suitable measures and regulation are crucial if we are to succeed. 

The price of solar panels has dropped by 99% in 35 years. This is because of focused research 
and the fact that extensive growth in the use of solar panels has stimulated innovation 
throughout the value chain and given rise to significant economies of scale. Several other 
technologies have also seen dramatic drops in price through increased deployment. In or-
der to reach our climate goals, we need many such success stories.

Those who develop new solutions, only reap a limited share of the global benefits they create. 
For this reason, too little knowledge will be developed unless active steps are taken. Carbon 
pricing (a quota price or tax) alone will not solve this problem, as it does not favour measures 
that stimulate the necessary developments in technology. We need targeted measures in order 
to accelerate the development of new solutions. A high carbon price is important to stimulate 
emission cuts, but it clearly has its limitations.

The energy sector is responsible for two third of global emissions. In order to bring ener-
gy emissions down to zero, we need many new technologies, integration between power, 
transportation and heating, effective regulations and efficient energy markets. 

More ambitious technology development can be promoted through countries banding to-
gether. Such alliances become more potent when their members also have some national 
benefit from the development. Alliances can increase the rate of learning and deliver more 
and better tools for cutting emissions. This is necessary in order to reach our climate goals. 

We must view climate policy as a long-term process of restructuring and as a learning process 
in which what we do now, increases our own and others’ ability to cut emissions in the future. 
Our learning concerns technology, laws and regulations, and attitudes.  
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SUMMARY
THE CLIMATE PROBLEM IS ALL-ENCOMPASSING, AND EMISSIONS MUST BE CLOSE 
TO ZERO BY 2100

The climate problem requires changes in every country and across almost all sectors. For 
us to have a realistic chance at limiting global warming to 2°C, emissions must be cut by 
around 60% between 2014 and 2050, and towards the end of this century, greenhouse gas 
emissions need to be close to zero. At the same time, the global population is expected to 
grow by more than 40% towards the year 2100, and world production of goods and services 
may increase eightfold (given annual economic growth of 2.5%). Today’s economy is built 
on the use of fossil energy, which is also the biggest source of global warming. Future growth 
and prosperity need to be built on different energy solutions altogether.

In the European Commission’s Energy Roadmap 2050, the power sector has almost zero 
emissions in 2050. In order to reach such goals, pervasive restructuring of energy produc-
tion and consumption is required. There is also a need for changes within transport, in parts 
of agriculture and manufacturing, and in how we plan and build the society of tomorrow. To 
efficiently promote changes such as these, we need new and better technologies, new ways 
of organising institutions and sectors, and not least, new ways of thinking.

POLLUTERS MUST PAY – AND THOSE WHO DEVELOP BETTER CLIMATE SOLUTIONS 
MUST BE REWARDED 

There is widespread support for the principle that polluters should pay for the cost they 
impose on society. This is often highlighted as the cost-effective solution, and the thinking 
behind it is as follows: 

By letting all polluters pay an equally high tax (or quota price), the result is emission 
cuts wherever cutting emissions is cheaper than paying the tax. If the tax is for instance 
€25 per tonne, all emission cuts that cost less than €25 per tonne will be implemented. 
This is cost-effective, since emissions are cut where it is cheapest. 

The climate problem is a pollution problem. Therefore, it is tempting to conclude that the 
cost-effective solution is an equally high tax or quota price (hereafter referred to as a car-
bon price) for all greenhouse gas emissions, and that other measures are to be avoided. This 
would be wrong, however. Carbon pricing is important, but not sufficient to promote techn-
ology development and other knowledge development at the necessary pace. Carbon pri-
cing also has other limitations. 

High carbon prices give consumers and industry an incentive to reduce emissions when 
that is cheaper than paying the carbon price. It also makes goods and services that involve 
high emissions more expensive. Higher prices encourage customers to look for more clima-
te-friendly alternatives. If markets are sufficiently confident that carbon prices will stay 
high in the future, carbon prices may also be an important instrument in long-term change. 
But carbon pricing will not encourage development of new technologies to a desired (opti-
mal) degree. This is because companies and countries that develop new solutions, only reap 
a small share of the benefit offered by their solutions.  
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DEVELOPERS OF KNOWLEDGE ONLY REAP SOME OF THE GLOBAL BENEFIT

Patent protection is an important driver for innovation, by giving developers the sole right 
to earn money on their solutions for a limited period (usually 20 years). Several types of 
learning cannot be patented effectively, but even when a new idea can be patented, much of 
its value (benefit) will still go to others. There are two reasons for this: 
• 	 During the patent period, the patent holder must give buyers a (significant) 

share of the benefit in order to make them buy the product (consumer surplus). 

• 	 After the patent period, anyone will be allowed to use the solution freely, without 
paying its developer. Since the climate problem will last for more than a century, good 
solutions could provide global benefits for many decades after the expiration of a patent. 
When it takes a long time to achieve widespread use of a product, most of its global bene-
fit may in fact be realised after the expiration of the patent. 

A lot of learning cannot be patented. This applies to informal learning and many general 
ideas. There is also value associated with discovering that certain solutions do not work. 
Others can learn from these mistakes, avoid making them and be inspired to search for 
better solutions. Knowledge of possibilities and impossibilities also provides valuable in-
formation to all those planning long-term investments, even if they do not plan to use the 
(potential) solutions themselves.   

Since the climate problem is global and here to stay, and since in the long-term, we need radi-
cal changes that will bring emissions down to zero, technology development and other types of 
learning will play a crucial role in our ability to reach these goals. We need policies and a set of 
measures, that encourage the necessary developments in knowledge, and that drive the costs of 
new solutions way down. 

LEARNING CURVES: DEPLOYMENT LOWERS COSTS

Long-term, publically-financed research and programmes that encourage innovation, are 
very important when it comes to developing new solutions, but they frequently prove in-
sufficient. In order to accelerate the development of new technologies and bring costs down 
to a competitive level, it is often necessary to stimulate greater deployment/production. 
Learning curves describe the drop in price that many products see as they become more 
widespread. The drop in price is driven by two factors:

•	 Learning through deployment and operation. Development and widespread use of new te-
chnologies, such as wind turbines, provide practical experience and therefore stimulate 
innovation. Furthermore, private companies often require a high rate of return on in-
vestments (e.g. 10%) and have little desire to invest in innovation which may find a mar-
ket in the distant future. But when governments create a market for a new product, e.g. 
by providing funding the deployment of wind and solar power, innovation comes more 
easily. The industry is far more willing to go for a new idea when the road to realisation is 
short. Extensive deployment encourages innovation in every link of the value chain. 
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•	 Economies of scale. When investors have sufficient confidence in future sales, they are 
willing to invest in better and more specialised manufacturing equipment. Larger volu-
mes also make it possible to exploit manufacturing facilities better. An example: In the 
event of extensive development of offshore wind power in an area such as the North Sea, 
investment could be made in special boats and cranes for installation of turbines, and the 
result would be better utilisation of boats and maintenance equipment. When a product, 
for instance a hydrogen car, is made in larger quantities, the costs of development can be 
spread among more units, and the logistics of delivering manufacturing materials and 
the finished product can be more efficient. When Tesla builds its gigantic battery factory, 
it is expected to bring battery costs down by at least 30%. The advantages of greater pro-
duction can be seen throughout the value chain. 

The cost of solar panels has dropped by 99% in 35 years, and the cost of wind power on land 
has fallen by 90% in 32 years. For LED lights, costs dropped by 85% from 2008 to 2012. Dur-
ing the same period, the cost of electric car batteries was halved, and there is solid hope 
that increased production and technology development may bring costs down to a quarter 
of 2012 prices by 2022. This would make electric cars cheaper than petrol cars. Such price 
drops are of crucial importance to climate policy, because they make more countries do more 
to reduce emissions. In those gratifying cases where climate-friendly solutions turn out 
cheaper than old, polluting alternatives, and any institutional barriers are removed, emis-

sion reductions will start to happen on their own.

CARBON PRICING IS INSUFFICIENT FOR PROMOTING IMMATURE TECHNOLOGIES

A carbon price that is the same for all emissions will not distinguish between climate 
measures that could lead to large price drops in the future (through learning and economies 
of scale) and climate measures that offer no such effect. Since the cost reductions in question 
could be very large, this distinction is important. 

The fact that development and deployment today contribute to lower costs in the future, must 
be taken into account when deciding what is cost-effective. 

In order to stimulate learning effects and price drops through large scale manufacturing, we 
need designated and predictable funding for development and advancement of new solu-
tions – in good interaction with research. 

The development and deployment of solar panels, and the price drop that followed, could 
not have been brought about by a carbon price designed for all climate measures, or by a 
general funding that was equal for all renewable energy sources. To start with, immature 
technologies will typically have very high costs, and these costs will vary from one technol-
ogy to another. In order to get development underway, funding needs to be adjusted to the 
cost level of each technology, and it should be reduced as the technology becomes cheaper. 
Today, offshore wind power costs around €0.15 – €0.18 per kWh. If this technology is to be 
developed further, the developers must be ensured income at this level.

When the goal is to develop specific technologies or solutions, instruments that directly target 
this goal will prove most effective. Instruments must be predictable and ensure the necessary 
profitability for investors. 
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MORE LIMITATIONS OF CARBON PRICING

One challenge of carbon pricing is that (private) companies often require high rates of re-
turn on investments. A high required rate of return means the companies place little empha-
sis on carbon prices in the distant future when considering emission-reducing measures. If 
there is also high uncertainty regarding future carbon prices, investors will be even less will-
ing to stake their money on long-term emission-reducing measures. This applies to regular 
investments as well as investments in research and development (R&D). 

Barriers that limit profitable energy efficiency must also be overcome using targeted measures.  

A carbon price that only applies to some countries, could make industries with high emis-
sions move to countries without carbon prices. This is called carbon leakage, and it might 
at worst lead to increased global emissions. When there is a need for a product (e.g. alumin-
ium) in the future, policy instruments should be combined (“carrot and stick”) so that the 
industry is encouraged to stay, cut emissions where possible and develop more climate-friend-
ly manufacturing technology. The latter is particularly important, as more climate-friendly 
technology may later help reduce emissions throughout the relevant industry in all countries.

WE NEED TO DEVELOP AN ENERGY SYSTEM THAT IS ROBUST, EMISSION-FREE  
AND AFFORDABLE 

The energy sector represents approx. two thirds of global greenhouse gas emissions. It is 
possible to reduce the emissions in the energy sector significantly towards 2050. If nothing 
is done, however, emissions will see a steep increase as a result of large economic growth 
globally. It is therefore very important to succeed in radical emission reductions in the en-
ergy sector. Building coal power plants and other infrastructure that entail high CO2 emis-
sions for many decades must be avoided, and it is important that we start developing solu-
tions that can decarbonize our energy system completely. 

Electricity will be a more important energy carrier in the future because we use electric-
ity for more and more purposes, and because electricity will be put to use in new areas to 
reduce CO2 emissions throughout the energy sector. It is easier to bring down emissions 
from power generation than from many other types of energy use. In parallel with declining 
emissions in the power sector, electricity can increasingly be used for transportation and 
heating. The heating and transport sector can get rid of its CO2 emissions by using emis-
sion-free power and biomass/biofuels.  

Traditionally, fossil power generation has ensured the necessary balance between con-
sumption and generation. Now, fossil power will gradually be replaced by emission-free 
power, which is much harder to regulate, and which often varies depending on the weather. 
There will be hours when solar and wind facilities generate almost no power, and there will 
be times when they generate much more power than current consumption requires. The 
challenge is to develop an emission-free power system that provides enough power in every sit-
uation. Ideally, we should also utilise the large surpluses that will occur at certain times.  

In order to bring emissions down to zero and also ensure supply in all situations, we need to 
develop new types of emission-free power that can cover consumption when the wind and 
sun have little to contribute. We will need new flexibility in generation and consumption, 
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including technologies for storing energy. A stronger transmission grid must be built con-
necting areas and countries to alleviate local imbalances, and flexible heating solutions and 
intelligent control systems must be developed. The interaction of all these parts must be 
coordinated by suitable market solutions and regulations that exploit the benefits of trade 
between countries. This is a process of restructuring and learning where we know the general 
direction, but many of the solutions will have to be developed along the way.  

Energy consumption is significant in the transport and heating sector. Heating (including 
the industrial use of heat) represents half of the energy end use in Europe. Using much more 
electricity in these two sectors will contribute to phasing out fossil fuels, better utilisation 
of renewable power and a more robust energy system: 

Transportation. Vehicles with electric motors can be run on electricity from batteries or 
electricity generated from hydrogen in a fuel cell. Hydrogen can be made from electricity. 
The charging of batteries and the production of hydrogen could mainly take place during 
periods when the power system has plenty of capacity. Both batteries in electric cars (and 
elsewhere) and hydrogen solutions can give power back to the grid, when power becomes 
very scarce and prices are high. If the use of batteries and/or hydrogen becomes widespread, 
this contribution to flexibility could make a big difference. 

Heating. In heating plants (e.g. district heating and smaller facilities), many countries use a 
lot of fossil energy. This could be replaced by electricity (in electric boilers) during periods 
with a surplus of renewable power (low prices) and by biomass or biofuel in other situa-
tions. Heat pumps will usually be in operation when there is a need for heat, but they may 
be turned off for a few hours if there is a scarcity of power (high prices). With a heat storage 
system (e.g. a large water tank), flexibility can be further increased.   

Electrification of the transport and heating sector is an example of how we need to think in new 
ways and view investments in the various sectors in a larger context.  

Various solutions and technologies will compete in contributing to an economical and se-
cure supply. The usefulness of each technology will depend on which other solutions are 
developed and how much they cost. Making fundamental changes to the energy system 
leads to great uncertainty. In order to limit this uncertainty, it is important that authorities 
promote research, development and advancement of new, future-oriented solutions, to give 
us the clearest possible picture of the potential in different areas and the best possible plat-
form for making long-term investment decisions. 

Emissions in the power sector can be brought down a lot by replacing coal with gas, and by 
developing wind and solar power. But in order to reach our goal of zero emissions, we will 
have to develop many new zero emission solutions. Since it often takes several decades to 
develop new solutions and bring costs down, it is important that efforts in this area are in-
tensified now.

SOCIETAL LEARNING PROCESSES ARE IMPORTANT 

A cost-effective and powerful climate policy requires development of laws and regulations, 
institutions, markets and attitudes. This involves learning processes that take time. An exam-
ple of this is the deregulation of power markets in Europe. England and Wales deregulated 
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their power market as early as 1989 and Norway followed in 1990. Other countries followed 
throughout the ‘90s. A well-functioning European power market is important in promoting 
efficient use of resources and security of supply. It will be even more important in the fu-
ture, when more variable power generation increases the need for trade. For this reason, the 
EU has for many years been aiming to establish an efficient, common market for power in 
Europe, but has still not quite reached this goal. Developing suitable rules and organisations 
is difficult and can take a long time, in particular when several countries are involved.  

Attitudes often change in interaction with changes to laws, institutions and policy. Prior 
to reforms, the public is often sceptical, even though the reforms offer great benefits when 
viewed as a whole. An example of this is the absence of congestion charges in most cities. 
The value of less time wasted in heavy traffic could in itself make congestion charges high-
ly beneficial to society. In addition, the local environment would improve, CO2 emissions 
would decline and there would be better opportunities to develop public transport options 
on roads. Economists largely agree that congestion charges are a good solution for cities, 
but even so, few cities have actually introduced them. Often, reforms receive more support 
after implementation. In Stockholm, for instance, the population voted in favour of keeping 
congestion charges after a trial period.  

Successful reforms in one place can make it easier to gain support for comparable reforms else-
where. This is both because we can learn from what others have done and can be confident of good 
results, and because it is easier to argue for a model that has been proven to work in practice. Suc-
cess breeds success. Those who lead the way contribute to increased cost-effectiveness globally.

ALLIANCES OF MOTIVATED COUNTRIES CAN DRIVE TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT 
FORWARD

A number of countries may have significant self-interest in developing solutions that also 
result in lower CO2 emissions. For countries with big net imports of oil and gas, develop-
ment of renewable energy and increased energy efficiency could encourage developments 
within industry and technology on a domestic level, lead to lower import bills, increase em-
ployment and reduce the risk of supply issues. In areas with serious pollution problems, 
the transition to emission-free power generation and electrification of transport could offer 
significant environmental rewards. 

When several countries have a strong self-interest in developing new solutions and also 
have large industrial and research capacity, effective alliances can be formed. Together, 
these countries can obtain the desired developments in technology and industrialisation.  

By coordinating efforts and sharing expenses, countries could be motivated to do more than 
they otherwise would have done to develop new climate solutions. This makes emission  
reductions cheaper. 

When the cost of emission cuts goes down, it becomes easier to bring other countries on board 
with ambitious emission reductions.   
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1.	 INTRODUCTION:  
COST-EFFECTIVENESS  
– IMPORTANT AND DIFFICULT 
 
 
WE NEED A BROAD, LONG-TERM PERSPECTIVE ON CLIMATE POLICY

This report has been written to show that we need to think in a broader and more long-term 
perspective regarding climate policy measures. A broader perspective helps us to see more 
opportunities and find better solutions. The most important message of this report is that 
we need to view climate policy and climate measures as part of a global process of learning 
and restructuring. This learning process includes development of technology, institutional 
frameworks, policy instruments and public attitudes to measures and policy instruments. 
From one day to the next, society changes little and may seem static. But when we look back 
20-30 years from our modern society, we discover that technology, the way things are or-
ganised, and attitudes have all changed considerably. 

EVERYONE IS FOR COST-EFFECTIVENESS

In order to limit global warming to 2°C, big changes are required within industry, transport 
and agriculture, as well as complete restructuring of the energy sector. All countries must at 
some stage become part of this restructuring. We need an intelligent strategy to keep costs 
down. Low costs are important to save money, and have the additional benefit of making it 
easier to get every country on board with restructuring. Hence, low costs increase feasibility. 

Cost-effectiveness is about avoiding waste of resources and unnecessarily expensive solutions. 
It is difficult to be against cost-effectiveness. This is why it carries a lot of weight when ex-
perts highlight some measures or solutions as more cost-effective than others. And since 
analyses of cost-effectiveness are part of economics, we economists have, to a large degree, 
been entrusted with the authority to define what is cost-effective.  

A cost-effective policy will bring us to a given policy goal with as low societal costs as pos-
sible. Cost-effectiveness is therefore defined for a given goal or set of goals. If the goal is 
defined differently, other measures may become cost-effective. A clear description of the 
goal is therefore important for a sensible discussion of cost-effectiveness. As you will see in 
this report, conclusions about cost-effectiveness can be entirely wrong if analyses are built 
on assumptions that are too narrow or simply wrong.

In many cases, the discussion of cost-effective climate policy is characterised by a narrow 
interpretation of the goal, e.g. that national emissions must be brought down to a given level 
by a specific year. Is the goal really this narrow, or should we also be taking into account 
more long-term effects, and how a given measure may affect emissions in other countries? 

Since the climate challenge is global and very long-term, there should in general be a broad, 
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long-term approach to assessing the cost-effectiveness of climate policy and climate measures. 
It may be useful to use the term dynamic, global cost-effectiveness with regard to analyses that 
have a global perspective and take into account that in the long-term, measures can affect de-
velopments in price and technology and contribute to development of other useful knowledge.

If one employs a narrow approach to cost-effectiveness, one should state what is not taking into 
account for the sake of the clarity. 

IS THE ECONOMISTS’ ANSWER CARBON PRICING ALONE? 

I use the terms carbon pricing and carbon price to mean a tax or a quota price linked to 
emissions of CO2 and other greenhouse gases. 1

In the public debate regarding choice of instruments in climate policy, for example in con-
nection with the EU’s emission targets for 2030, the impression may sometimes be given 
that the economists’ answer is carbon pricing and carbon pricing alone. Some economists 
may also, unfortunately, have given the impression that not much should be done before a 
global climate agreement and a global carbon price have been established. 

Many economists have, in my opinion, placed too much emphasis on the idea of carbon pric-
ing solving most problems, including the need for technology development. Corresponding-
ly, not enough emphasis has been placed on the limitations and challenges inherent in using 
carbon pricing as an instrument. Thus, the need for additional instruments is underesti-
mated. Emphasis on carbon pricing alone could unnecessarily delay important processes 
of restructuring and learning. That could delay climate policy and make it more expensive.

In economic theory, a market imperfection is something that means the market does not 
make economically efficient use of resources.2 There are two important, general market im-
perfections that need to be corrected in order to ensure cost-effective treatment of the cli-
mate challenge3: 

The most talked-about, fundamental market imperfection is that greenhouse gas emissions 
cause global warming. In most cases, countries, consumers and businesses pay little or 
nothing for the damage caused by their emissions, and therefore do not have sufficient in-
centives to change their behaviour. A high carbon price now and a high expected carbon 
price in the future would be a strong driver for change. Read more about this in Chapter 3.

 1 	 For greenhouse gases other than CO2, the greenhouse effect of the gas is converted to a CO2 equivalent. The most 
correct weighting of various greenhouse gases will not be further discussed here.

2	 An important form of market imperfection is linked to so-called external effects, or externalities. In economic the-
ory, external effects are when human activity impacts other citizens’ or countries’ well-being while this effect is not 
reflected by market prices. If a business pollutes and e.g. damages the health of the local population, this is referred 
to as a negative externality. If an activity has positive ripple effects that businesses do not receive payment for, this is 
a positive externality. In a market economy, economic efficiency is promoted by letting activities that create negative 
externalities pay for the costs (tax equal to marginal damage from emissions) and by subsidising activities that result 
in positive externalities. This means market players take societal considerations (externalities) into account when 
making decisions. 

 3 	 In addition to the two general market imperfections I discuss here, there are a number of market imperfections 
linked to different markets. For instance, efficient energy use may be hampered by a lack of information or because 
the person who can increase energy efficiency in a building does not stand to gain anything from it. Some market 
imperfections are touched on in this report, but it does not aim to provide a complete overview of everything that 
should be corrected in various submarkets. The need for correction will also vary somewhat from country to coun-
try, depending on how the relevant sectors are organised. 
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The second market imperfection is related to the fact that knowledge is to a large degree a public 
good.4 The climate problem will be a lot easier to deal with if we develop new and better tech-
nologies and more knowledge of how societies can cut their emissions most easily and cheap-
ly. The challenge is that those who develop this knowledge only receive a small share of the 
benefits. Thus, not enough knowledge is developed, bearing in mind what would be optimal. This 
also applies to countries that finance the development of a new technology, when the whole 
world will be able to use the solutions after a time. The challenge of knowledge being a public 
good cannot be dealt with effectively through the use of carbon pricing alone. 

Slower and more limited development of climate technology and other relevant knowledge 
will make climate policy more expensive and give us fewer tools to help cut emissions. It 
will also make it more difficult to get every country to agree to emission cuts. Since devel-
opments in technology and knowledge often take many years, and sometimes decades, this 
market imperfection is relatively insignificant with regard to emission reductions over the 
next few years, but it may be all-important in a long-term perspective. And the climate chal-
lenge is very long-term. 

The viewpoints above are based on traditional economic theory. A number of economists 
have also pointed out that we need more than just carbon pricing. This applies to e.g. the 
Stern Review5 and several reports from the IEA6 and the OECD7. Even so, statements may 
still be heard that the most cost-effective solution would be if the EU only had goals for 

 4 	 A pure public good is characterised by two things: 1) One consumer’s use of good does not limit other consumers’ 
ability to do the same. Increased use does not equal increased cost. 2) It is not possible to divide the good up and sell 
it to each individual consumer. If the commodity is available to one person, it is also available to others. There are 
few products that are purely public goods in each and every context, but a number of products fit the bill to a large 
degree. Information satisfies the first criterion, but some types of information do not satisfy the second criterion. It 
is for instance possible to patent many technical solutions and some other information can also be sold, e.g. through 
exclusive agreements that preclude further distribution of the information. When patent periods expire, the knowl-
edge in the patents becomes a public good. Since the climate challenge is so long-term, use after the patent period 
may represent a significant share of the benefit of an invention. Some of the benefit will also fall to others during the 
patent period (read more about this in Chapter 5.2).

 5 	 The Stern Review (Stern Review, 2007) highlights e.g. the following points in its Executive Summary: “Policy to 
reduce emissions should be based on three essential elements: carbon pricing, technology policy, and removal of 
barriers to behavioural change.” “Policies are required to support the development of a range of low-carbon and 
high-efficiency technologies on an urgent timescale.” Part 1 of the Stern Review, Chapter 2.7, says: “The second task 
of mitigation policy is to promote research, development and deployment. However, the inevitable absence of total 
credibility for GHG pricing policy decades into the future may inhibit investment in emission reduction, particular-
ly the development of new technologies. Action on climate change requires urgency, and there are generally obsta-
cles, due to inadequate property rights, preventing investors reaping the full return to new ideas. Specifically, there 
are spillovers in learning (another externality), associated with the development and adoption of new low-emission 
technologies that can affect how much emissions are reduced. Thus the economics of mitigating climate change 
involves understanding the processes of innovation.”

 6 	 In the report “Managing interactions between carbon pricing and existing energy policies”, OECD/IEA 2013, Chris-
tina Hood writes in the Executive Summary: “A carbon price is generally considered necessary for enabling least-
cost emission reductions, and should be a cornerstone element of a climate-energy policy package. However, it alone 
is not usually sufficient. The costs to society as a whole of decarbonisation over the short and long-term can be re-
duced by implementing a package of policies including energy efficiency, technology development and deployment, 
and support to overcome underlying infrastructure or financing barriers.” (Hood 2013)

7  	 OECD Environmental Outlook to 2050, Climate Change Chapter (OECD, 2011) highlights e.g. the following points 
under Key messages: 
•	 “Foster innovation and support new clean technologies.”...”Perfecting these technologies will require a clear 
price on carbon, targeted government-funded R&D, and policies to reduce the financial risks of investing in new 
low-carbon technologies and to boost their deployment.” 
•	 “Complement carbon pricing with well-designed regulations. Carbon pricing and support for in-
novation may not be enough to ensure all energy-efficiency options are adopted or accessible...”

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/independent_reviews/stern_review_economics_climate_change/stern_review_report.cfm
http://www.iea.org/publications/insights/insightpublications/ManagingInteractionsCarbonPricing_FINAL.pdf
http:/www.oecd.org/env/cc/49082173.pdf
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greenhouse gas emissions and that the quota market should be used as the only instrument 
in climate policy. 

The financial crisis since 2008 has rendered the EU quota market almost ineffective, and 
demonstrated that future quota prices are shrouded in great uncertainty. A quota market 
in which players do not have enough faith, and in which prices vary a lot over time, can 
mean periodic stops in or a slowing down of important restructuring processes. That will 
delay the restructuring to a low-emission society and increase the cost. Carbon pricing can 
and should play an important role in stimulating short-term emission cuts and long-term 
change. But then the carbon price needs to be much higher than it currently is in Europe, 
and the market must have confidence that it will stay high (and preferably increase) in the 
future. 

PATH DEPENDENCY – HOW CAN WE STEER DEVELOPMENTS IN THE DIRECTION WE 
WANT?

Path dependency is a metaphor for how events or initiatives at one point in time can have 
great significance for the developments that follow. When someone paves the way and evens 
out the path, it becomes easier for others to follow. It is easier to go where others have gone 
before. This metaphor illustrates both challenges and opportunities in climate policy. 

The keyboard used with today’s computers (QWERTY) was in its time created to take into 
account the mechanical limitations of typewriters. This keyboard has become so estab-
lished that it is still in use, even though it is not optimal based on today’s technology. Path 
dependency plays an important role in many parts of society. As we will see in Chapter 5, 
costs, consumer preferences, public regulations and public attitudes to various regulations 
are all significantly influenced by what has happened before. 

·	 Costs. When manufacture of a new (immature) product increases, costs often 
go down due to technology development and other learning, and due to econo-
mies of scale. Lower costs mean more sales, which lead to further cost reductions.8 

·	 Preferences. Getting used to something often leads to us preferring certain solutions over 
others. Many Italians want pasta every day because they are used to it, many older Nor-
wegians want potatoes every day, etc. We are often resistant to change, but in many ca-
ses, we like changes once we get used to them. 

·	 Institutions and policy. Attitudes to what is a sensible organisation of society, and what 
types of laws, regulations, taxes and fees we accept, are also influenced by what we are 
used to.  

8 	 Economics textbooks usually describe costs that rise with increasing production (rising supply curve). In the short-
term, there may be rising costs because different facilities have different costs. Increased demand may require more 
expensive facilities to start producing. In the long-term, costs may rise if production is dependent on limited natural 
resources. If increasing oil production requires the use of fields that are less easy to access, costs will rise, assum-
ing unchanged technology. For many industry products, however, we have seen a dramatic reduction in costs as a 
result of learning and the benefits of large scale (industrial) production. Mass production is much cheaper than tai-
lor-made products.   
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Much economic thinking, and especially most introductions to economics, take costs and 
preferences for granted, and assume that the markets themselves will figure out the solu-
tions that are most optimal from society’s point of view (assuming corrections for external 
effects). With path dependency, it is not as obvious that markets will find the best solutions. 
Markets sometimes need a push to get on the desired development track. Someone has to 
blaze a useful trail, so that more and more people will follow it as a matter of course. 

A river follows the terrain, but in the long-term it will also shape the terrain. Natural events 
or human intervention can lead the river into a different course, so that it shapes the terrain 
in a new way. In economics, such changes happen much faster than in the interaction be-
tween a river and the landscape. Through active policy, much can be accomplished to steer 
long-term developments in the direction we would like. 

This report therefore has an optimistic message: By thinking beyond the narrowest economic 
models, and by viewing the development of climate policy as a long-term learning process, we 
can achieve more.



18 Norwegian Climate Foundation Report 2/2015A Cost-effective and Powerful Climate Policy

2.	THE CLIMATE CHALLENGE 
IS HERE TO STAY AND 
AFFECTS ALL SECTORS

The climate problem affects almost all sectors in all countries, and is a permanent challenge 
which humanity has to face. Many greenhouse gases remain in the atmosphere for a long 
time; CO2 has a lifetime of more than a hundred years. Current emissions will therefore con-
tribute to global warming for several generations to come. 

However, we do not know how much warming is caused by a given increase in greenhouse 
gases. The IPCC estimates the warming that results from a doubling of greenhouse gases in 
the atmosphere (climate sensitivity) to be in the range of 1.5°C – 4.5°C.9 Uncertainty regard-
ing how much the temperature will rise and how serious the consequences of a given tem-
perature increase would be, added to the large inertia in the climate system, is an argument 
for a strong climate effort now. When it takes a long time to brake and the road is unfamiliar, 
you drive slowly. 

It is important to start developing solutions now that will enable us to carry out far-ranging 
emission reductions later. This applies especially to technology that requires a long time to 
develop, and which may be crucial in dealing with the climate challenge. By starting to de-
velop solutions for deep emission cuts early, we will reduce the costs of future climate policy 
and there will be a better chance of executing quick, comprehensive emission reductions 
later on. Especially if the climate problem turns out to be more serious than is currently 
expected, it is important to have developed the tools to make the necessary cuts. In addition, 
it is of course important that we cut emissions today where possible, and that we avoid in-
vestments that commit us to large emissions in the future.    

9  	 An important reason for the uncertainty is the interaction between increased evaporation and cloud formation. 
Global warming leads to increased evaporation. This means more water vapour (H2O) in the atmosphere since 
hotter air can hold more water. Increased evaporation also means more cloud formation and more precipitation. 
Vapour in the atmosphere increases global warming, while lower-lying clouds, conversely, decrease global warming. 
The interaction between these effects is uncertain. In addition, there are a number of other feedback mechanisms 
which make things uncertain. Increased warming results in for instance less snow cover on the ground and less ice 
cover on the sea in Arctic areas. This increases global warming, since snow and ice reflect more light back to space 
than open sea and bare land (the albedo effect). Global warming also leads to increased emissions of methane and 
CO2 from areas that have had permafrost, and from the seabed. These and other self-reinforcing effects contribute 
to the uncertainty regarding how much temperatures will actually increase. 

	 Despite steadily increasing concentrations of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere, global warming appears to have 
slowed down the last 10-15 years. Some have taken this as a sign that climate sensitivity is lower than was previously 
assumed. However, several research reports have been published that can together explain the slower measured rate 
of warming of the atmosphere on the surface of the earth. Firstly, it has been pointed out that a significant tempera-
ture increase at the poles is not reflected by most statistics. Other explanatory factors are that variation in the activi-
ty of the sun (solar cycles) for a while has meant less warming, and that wind conditions and ocean currents have led 
to more heat being absorbed by the ocean for a time. For a short overview of the subject, see e.g. the article “Global 
warming Who pressed the pause button?” in The Economist (2014a). Here, the new research results are summarised 
thus: “The slowdown in rising temperatures over the past 15 years goes from being unexplained to overexplained”. 

http://www.economist.com/news/science-and-technology/21598610-slowdown-rising-temperatures-over-past-15-years-goes-being
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Thinking far ahead, emissions of greenhouse gases must likely be reduced by at least 90% 
from the current level. Emissions may need to be reduced to zero or even to ”negative” fig-
ures towards the end of this century, if we are to have at least a 50% chance of keeping the 
temperature increase below 2°C.10 This will require radical changes in the energy sector and 
in a number of other areas. 

Currently, approximately 80% of global energy needs are covered by fossil fuels. Nearly all 
of this will at some stage need to be replaced by emission-free energy or solutions where 
CO2 emissions are captured and stored (CCS), for instance in old gas fields. Increasing en-
ergy efficiency will be a great help in reducing emissions, but even with a determined focus 
on increasing energy efficiency, the total energy consumption is expected to rise for many 
years to come, not the least because many poorer countries currently do not have energy for 
many important comforts of modern life. For this reason, comprehensive alternatives must 
be developed. Most sectors of society will be affected by the need for energy restructuring. 

Changes in the use of land, especially cutting down rainforests for agriculture, mean sig-
nificant greenhouse gas emissions; the same is true of many types of food production (e.g. 
methane from domestic animals and wet rice cultivation) and damaging disposal of food 
waste (methane). Many industrial processes also result in direct greenhouse gas emissions, 
in addition to the emissions associated with their energy consumption. This applies to e.g. 
cement, aluminium, iron and steel.

Figure 2.1 shows how emissions must be cut dramatically at the same time as the world’s 
population is growing and economic activity is growing even faster. The figure shows the 
development relative to the level in 2014 (defined as 100).

In the figure, the world’s population increases to 9.2 billion in 2050, and rises to 10.3 billion 
in 2100.11

In the figure, global economic growth starts at 3% per year in 2014 and slows down gradually, 
reaching 2% growth per year in 2100. These growth figures are lower than historical growth 
and reflect assumptions that economic growth will gradually slow down somewhat. Based on 
the assumed rate of growth, global production (GWP) in 2050 will be as high as 2.7 times what 
it is today, and in the year 2100, production will be approximately 8 times what it is today.   

Both economic growth and increased population contribute – other things being equal – to 
higher emissions. At the same time, global emissions must be cut by approx. 60% by 205012, 
and to a level approaching zero by the year 2100. Cutting emissions of greenhouse gases 
to such an extent while population and prosperity will grow considerably, is clearly quite a 
challenge.

 10 	 Most of the scenarios in the latest IPCC report include more technologies that will give negative emissions in the last 
half of this century, especially carbon capture and storage (CCS) in connection with biomass.

 11	 My illustration of potential population growth is marginally higher than the UN’s median alternative from 2010. See 
for instance Wikipedia (2014a). A recent analysis based on the UN’s population data (Yale Environment 360, 2014) 
indicates that population growth in Africa will be greater than previously assumed and that a better median estimate 
for the population in 2100 may be approx. 11 billion, i.e. somewhat higher than the curve I show here. 

12  	 In 2014, the IPCC stated a range of 40-70% necessary cuts from 2010 to 2050. With an assumed growth from 2010 to 
2014 of at least 2% per year, 60% cuts from 2014 to 2050 will be close to the middle of the range stated by the IPCC. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:World-Population-1800-2100.svg
http://e360.yale.edu/digest/global_population_on_track_to_reach_11_billion_by_2100_researchers_say/4251/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=feed&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+YaleEnvironment360+%28Yale+Environment+360%29
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Figure 2.1 Possible development paths from 2014 for total world production, population and 
emissions of greenhouse gases compatible with the two-degree goal (2014 is 100%)  

In the figure, the growth of greenhouse gas emissions slows down from 2014. In the solid 
case +2°C early reduction, the annual emissions reach their highest point in 2020, while in 
the case +2°C late and expensive, they reach their highest point in 2025. (The emission lines 
have been made to illustrate the principles.) 

Ideally, emission reductions should have started earlier, using cheap emission cuts, but in 
many cases this has been difficult politically. It may not be realistic to stop global growth in 
emissions before 2020. 

Since the dotted line assumes starting emission reductions later, more wide-ranging, ex-
pensive reductions will have to be carried out later. Starting reductions later means high-
er risk and could be much more costly if the climate challenge proves bigger than was first 
thought. 

The emissions in 2050 are given here as 42% and 34%, respectively, of the level in 2014. Re-
ductions must continue after 2050, and towards the end of the century, total emissions of 
greenhouse gases must be very low. The emissions of CO2 must in practice be brought down 
towards zero, since it is very difficult to cut emissions of some other greenhouse gases. 

The gradual reduction in emissions shown in the figure reflects, among other things, that it 
takes time to reduce emissions because infrastructure, such as buildings, transport systems, 
power stations and factories must be replaced by facilities that allow for zero emissions, 
or very low emissions. It is cheapest to make such changes gradually as and when facilities 
need to be replaced due to age, and, in any case, it would be impossible to replace everything 
at once. In order to reduce emissions at an acceptable rate, it is important that investment 
decisions that will affect emissions far into the future are compatible with the falling emis-
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sions curve. Investments that require high emission levels for many years must be avoided. 
The building of new coal power plants is an example of investments that can inhibit, delay 
and add expenses to a later reduction in emissions. 

Figure 2.1 clearly shows that the climate challenge will not be resolved by 2050. It will be 
necessary to cut emissions significantly after 2050. This will take place in a world where 
more and more people can afford a lifestyle that requires energy and which may generate 
large emissions of greenhouse gases. 

In theory, emissions can be cut a great deal using current technology, but in order to gain 
widespread support for radical cuts in emissions, there will likely be a need for great tech-
nological advances in addition to increasing public acceptance for changes in areas where 
there are no good, emission-free alternatives. Many of the technological solutions used to 
cut emissions now and in the coming years, for instance solar panels and wind turbines have 
been developed in the last 30 to 40 years. These technologies have still not been perfected.  

The long perspective on the climate challenge and the need for such comprehensive cuts in 
emissions mean that technology development and broad societal learning can and should play 
an important role in the restructuring processes. New solutions that can contribute to emis-
sions cuts far into the future in a growing world economy could have great significance for our 
capability to handle the climate challenge.  

I will revisit this in Chapter 5.
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TWO EXAMPLES OF THE CHALLENGES 
The cement industry currently stands for approximately five percent of global CO2 emissi-
ons. Half of this is associated with the production process itself, and the remainder is mainly 
related to the use of fossil fuels as an energy source. If the fossil energy was replaced by emissi-
on-free energy, emissions could almost be halved. But if production grows by four percent a year 
(growth will primarily take place outside the OECD countries), it will more than quadruple by 
2050. Then, total emissions from cement production would be more than double what they are 
today, even though energy use in the sector would be completely emission-free. Emissions from 
cement production would then account for a quarter of the total emissions we can allow oursel-
ves in 2050, bearing in mind the two-degree goal.  

Significant R&D efforts are being made to develop types of cement which generate fewer or no 
emissions in the production process, and it may also be possible for cement production to uti-
lise CCS. In addition, alternative building materials might be an option for some purposes, e.g. 
increased use of wood in smaller buildings. 

Air traffic’s contribution to global warming is increased by the fact that emissions take place at 
a great height. The effect of the height factor is uncertain, but may be significant. In my sample 
calculation I assume that air traffic is currently responsible for 3% of global emissions of gre-
enhouse gases. Significant growth in air traffic is expected in years to come. The International 
Air Transport Association (IATA) expects an annual growth of around 5% per year until 2050. 
This is equivalent to almost six times as much air traffic in 2050 as today. Without technical 
improvements, in 2050 air traffic will equal 17% of the global emissions in 2014. Based on a goal 
of 60% cuts by 2050, air traffic using today’s technology will alone use 43% of the emissions 
budget for 2050. With a goal of ever lower global emissions after 2050 and continued annual air 
traffic growth of five percent, emissions from air traffic will exceed the total emissions budget 
around the year 2060. 

Luckily, technical improvements are in the pipeline. Energy efficiency in aircrafts has impro-
ved significantly over the years, and new aeroplanes that are built today use much less fuel than 
older planes. Even better planes with lower energy consumption and emissions are being de-
veloped. Using biofuel produced in a sustainable way can also lower emissions drastically, but 
biofuel will not remove the effects of emissions taking place at height. And biofuel may become 
a scarce resource as fossil fuels must be replaced in many areas. Bearing in mind a six fold in-
crease in the demand for air transport, there is obviously a need for major technological inno-
vations, and probably also for measures to limit projected growth. This may take place through 
developing good transport alternatives for shorter distances, increasing prices or reducing the 
need for air travel in other ways. Technology improvements comprise more efficient engines, 
better design of the fuselage, lighter materials and routes that require less energy consumption.

These two examples come from important sectors where emissions may increase significantly. 
Without good technological solutions and the means to channel demand in the right direction, 
emissions from these two sectors alone could claim a large proportion of the emissions the wor-
ld can allow itself in 2050.   
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3.	 CARBON PRICING IS 
IMPORTANT
Carbon pricing is important in order to move the whole economy in a climate-friendly direc-
tion. In order to fulfil such a role, the carbon price must be sufficiently high and the markets 
must assume that it will stay high – and even rise – in the future. In Chapter 3.1 I explain the 
idea behind carbon pricing and why this measure is important. In Chapter 3.2 I explain why 
we also need to use other measures. This is discussed in greater detail in Chapters 5 and 6.

3.1 Carbon pricing stimulates change throughout 
the value chain 
The good aspects of carbon pricing and environmental taxes are generally often explained 
thus: when polluters have to pay a tax (or a quota price), they are given an incentive to weigh 
the global community’s desire to limit emissions against their own cost of reducing emis-
sions. Rational companies and consumers will cut emissions as far as this is profitable, i.e. 
as long as the costs of reducing the emissions are lower than the cost of paying the tax. When 
all sectors have to pay the tax, a cost-effective reduction is achieved because emissions are 
cut where this is cheapest, across enterprises and sectors. (See Appendix 1 for a detailed 
explanation.) If the tax is priced to accurately reflect the damage per unit of the emissions, 
emissions will be reduced to an optimal degree. In a quota system, this is achieved by setting 
the sum of quotas equal to the acceptable level of emissions. The quota price in the market 
will then be high enough to bring emissions down to the desired level.

An important point is that a tax (or quota price) does not only affect emissions directly. As-
suming efficient markets and no distorting government interventions, the cost of emissions 
will be included in the market prices of the products. Goods whose manufacturing entails 
pollution will therefore be more expensive, and the increase in price will reflect the emis-
sions behind the manufacturing of the product. This gives consumers and companies at dif-
ferent stages of the value chain an incentive to switch to less polluting factors of production 
and products. 

So, carbon pricing gives incentives both to reduce big and small emissions where they take 
place, and to switch to products that involve lower emissions. Both direct emission re-
ductions and a switch to products with lower emissions will be important in achieving a 
powerful climate policy, since most sectors, and a vast number of factors of production and 
products, are subject to the emission of greenhouse gases. Sometimes, direct emission re-
ductions in the production process are cheapest; at other times, it may be better to replace 
products that represent high emissions with less polluting alternatives. The pricing of emis-
sions ensures markets make these choices in a cost-effective manner, assuming that other 
societal costs and benefits are also reflected in prices and taxes. 
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The fact that emission costs in connection with the production of a commodity are reflected 
in the price means that it is less important whether the buyer of the product pays for the 
emissions, or the industry which emits CO2 when manufacturing the product, pays. Both 
parties have an incentive to do something about the problem, and in the end, it is the buyers 
who have to pay for the product’s ultimate contribution to greenhouse gas emissions.13

The presentation above describes the core of economic theory of how to handle so-called 
externalities. This has been economists’ standard solution for dealing with environmental 
issues. This theory is taught to economics students; it is elegant and easy to understand. For 
this reason, it is understandable that some insist that carbon pricing – and carbon pricing 
alone – is the ideal cost-effective solution to the climate problem. But as we shall see below 
and in the next chapters, things are more complicated.  

3.2	 Other external effects must also be included
When considering the cost of a climate measure, we must correct the busi-
ness economic (commercial) costs for all market imperfections. Emis-
sions from coal power that constitute a health hazard should for instance 
be paid for by coal power. A new study from MIT has found that the health 
benefits of a number of relevant climate measures in the US significantly outweigh the costs.14 

 In light of this, climate measures become cheap and in some cases profitable, even disre-
garding the climate benefits. Imperfections in the market and a lack of pricing of other ex-
ternalities mean that in some cases, climate measures may have ”negative costs”, i.e. these 
measures are economically profitable independent of the climate challenge. 

Climate measures may also contribute to the learning process and to the development 
of technology, so that later climate measures will be cheaper or so that other benefits are 
achieved in future. For example, support for the development of solar cells may be profita-
ble in a global, long-term perspective regardless of the need to slow down global warming. 
When present efforts mean lower costs for future climate measures and those who imple-
ment the measures only reap some of the benefits, we have a market failure. In this case 
present measures involve a positive externality. In order to make markets adapt in an eco-
nomically efficient manner, activities that have positive externalities should be subsidised. 

In Figure 3.1 below, I have illustrated how the total costs of different measures can be com-
pared by taking into account positive and negative external effects. 

13  	 In practice, markets do not work perfectly, and authorities in various countries sometimes intervene to limit cost 
transfer (cf. e.g. significant subsidies for fossil energy in some countries). The transfer of emission costs to the price 
may therefore be less perfect than described here. Still, it is reasonable to expect that this effect will be an important 
contribution to change. 

  14	 See Health benefits offset costs of climate policies (Peterka, 2014), and Capturing the multiple benefits of energy 
efficiency (IEA, 2014)

http://www.eenews.net/stories/1060004866
http:/www.iea.org/W/bookshop/475-Capturing_the_Multiple_Benefits_of_Energy_Efficiency
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Figure 3.1 Private economic costs ( basic costs) corrected for positive and negative external  
effects

The dark blue columns labelled Basic cost show regular commercial costs. By correcting for 
different positive and negative external effects, we arrive at an economic cost represented 
by the yellow lines in the figure. Before the corrections, 4) (on the right) is the cheapest, 
then 3), then 2), while 1) is the most expensive. 

With the corrections, 1) is the cheapest because there is a significant positive external effect 
here (learning which provides future cost reductions). The positive external effect is reflect-
ed by the white arrow pointing down. When we include the cost of the CO2 emissions, 3) is 
more expensive than 2). And finally, 4) is the most expensive because this solution entails 
both large CO2 emissions and significant environmental disadvantages in other areas.  

This figure could, for instance, illustrate different technologies for power generation. 1) 
Would be a zero emission technology where development contributes to a future price 
drop. 2) Would be a mature, emission-free technology where such learning opportunities 
can be disregarded (e.g. conventional hydro power or nuclear power). 3) Could be gas power 
(CCGT) which has relatively small local and regional environmental disadvantages com-
pared with coal power. 4) Could be a coal power plant which results in significant damage 
to both the environment and health and much greater CO2 emissions per kWh than a gas 
power plant. 

Estimating the size of such positive and negative externalities is challenging, but that does 
not mean that they can be ignored. 

All or most countries benefit from future costs of climate measures going down. However, 
if only the benefit to one’s own country is considered when national climate policy is deter-
mined, less weight will be placed on the future cost reduction (cf. positive externality in the 
left column in Figure 3.1, arrow pointing down). One might then arrive at a different conclu-
sion regarding what is most cost-effective. 
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4.	THE ENERGY REVOLUTION 
HAS BEGUN
Energy policy and climate policy go hand in hand. The energy sector represents around 
two third of global emissions of greenhouse gases. Much of the growth in emissions in 
recent years has been in connection with energy use. Especially energy-related emissi-
ons outside the OECD have grown quickly, from 45% of total energy-related emissions in 
2000, to 60% in 2012 (IEA, 2012). This growth is due to the fact that energy consumpti-
on is closely tied to economic growth, especially in developing countries. Without exten-
sive measures, growth in energy demand will mean a steep increase in global CO2 emissions.  
 
It is simpler to cut emissions in the energy sector than in a number of other areas, such as 
some types of agriculture, certain industrial processes and aviation. Turning the growth 
in emissions in the energy sector to a decline is therefore a key part of climate policy. Two 
main types of measures are necessary in order to achieve this: 

a) We must limit energy consumption through increased energy efficiency and prices that 
reflect the full cost of energy use, and 

b) We must replace fossil energy sources with emission-free energy. 

Figure 4.1 illustrates these two types of measures. Renewable energy will play a crucial role 
in delivering emission-free energy. But nuclear power and fossil power with CCS may also 
be important, especially in areas where there is limited access to renewable energy sources. 

The transition from coal to gas in the power sector could mean important contributions to 
reducing emissions during the first 30 years. This is because gas power has around half the 

Figure 4.1 Illustration of challenges and opportunities: Increased energy efficiency limits  
consumption and emission-free energy replaces fossil energy (without CCS)

EN KOSTNADSEFFEKTIV OG VIRKNINGSFULL KLIMAPOLITIKK 
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ENERGIREVOLUSJONEN  
HAR STARTET 
Energipolitikk og klimapolitikk henger tett sammen. Energisektoren står for om lag 
2/3 av de globale utslippene av klimagasser. Mye av veksten i utslipp de siste årene 
har vært knyttet til energibruk. Særlig har energirelaterte utslipp utenfor OECD 
vokst raskt, fra 45 % av totale energirelaterte utslipp i 2000 til 60 % i 2012 (IEA, 
2012). Denne veksten skyldes at energiforbruk er nært knyttet til økonomisk vekst, 
spesielt i utviklingsland. Uten omfattende tiltak vil vekst i energietterspørselen gi en 
stor økning i globale CO2-utslipp.  
Det er enklere å få ned utslippene i energisektoren enn på en del andre områder, 
som noen typer landbruk, enkelte industriprosesser og luftfart. Det å snu veksten i 
utslippene i energisektoren til en reduksjon, er derfor en sentral del av klima-
politikken. To hovedtyper av tiltak må til for å klare dette:  
a) Vi må begrense energiforbruket ved hjelp av energieffektivisering og priser som 
reflekterer fulle kostnader ved energibruken.  
b) Vi må erstatte fossile energikilder med utslippsfri energi.  
Figur 4.1 illustrerer de to 
hovedtypene av tiltak. 
Fornybar energi vil spille en 
helt sentral rolle for å levere 
utslippsfri energi. Men også 
kjernekraft og fossil kraft med 
fangst og lagring av CO2 
(CCS) kan bli viktig, særlig i 
områder med begrenset 
tilgang til fornybare 
energikilder.  
Overgang fra kull til gass i 
kraftsektoren kan gi viktige 
bidrag til reduserte utslipp i 
de første 30 årene. Det 
skyldes at gasskraft har 
omtrent halvparten så store 
utslipp som kullkraft og 
dessuten at gasskraft er 
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emissions of coal power, and gas is also easier to regulate up and down in line with changing 
needs as consumption and intermittent renewable power generation vary. In the long-term, 
however, emissions need to be reduced to such an extent that not even gas power can be 
used to any great degree without CCS (cf. Chapter 2 and Figure 2.1).

R&D and policies for implementing new energy solutions on a large scale have led to dra-
matic cost reductions. This is a result of concentrated efforts in a few countries and gives an 
indication of how important strong, ambitious, long-term technology policies might be. In 
Chapter 4.1 we will look at how the prices of solar cell panels (PV), wind power, batteries for 
electric cars and LED lights have fallen. In Chapter 4.2 I explain why it is important to con-
tinue the R&D efforts to push prices further down and develop a wider range of solutions. 
We need a broad set of technologies to build a sustainable global energy system, and costs 
should ideally be so low that all countries will prefer the sustainable solutions.

4.1	 Ambitious technology development has 
given dramatic price drops

It is a common observation that the price of a new technology drops significantly as 
production volume rises. This type of price drop is often illustrated by so-called learning 
curves. The associated learning rate is defined as a percentage reduction in unit costs 
through a doubling of accumulated production. In Figure 4.2, I show the price drop in a 
stylised case where the learning rate is 20% and the first manufactured unit costs 100. 

A report entitled Revolution Now, U.S. Department of Energy (2013), summarises the price 
drop for four selected technologies: onshore wind power, solar cell panels, LED lights and 
larger batteries for electric vehicles (EV). Here are some of the main points from the report:

•	 In the 35 years until 2012, the price of roof top panels with solar cells fell by 99%, to 1% 
of their cost 35 years before. Reference is made to Mints (2012). It is estimated that the 
learning rate for manufacturing of solar cells has been approx. 20%. From 2008 to 2012, 
prices fell from $3.40/watt to $0.80/watt (76%). Some of this is due to overproduction 
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and pricing pressure, but much can also be explained by technological advances and the 
benefits of larger-scale production. When the panel itself (the solar cells) becomes chea-
per, other costs, such as adjustments, installation and permits, account for a larger per-
centage of the total cost. The report shows that these costs are approx. five times higher 
in the US than in Germany. Part of the explanation is that a much higher turnover in 
Germany has brought down installation costs. The report has a very optimistic view of 
the future where solar panels are concerned: “Current trends indicate that solar energy 
has a very bright future.” 

•	 For onshore wind power, costs have been reduced by approx. 90% from 1980 to 2012. 
Costs rose from 2001 to 2009 due to increased material costs (commodity prices) and 
construction in locations with less favourable wind conditions, but after 2009 costs have 
fallen significantly again. The price drop for wind power is partly due to increases in the 
size of turbines, but a number of other factors also play a part.

•	 For over ten years, the U.S. Department of Energy has been supporting research to im-
prove LED technology, and the Department has also made considerable investments in 
production to reduce costs. At the same time, the light quality has improved significant-
ly. In four years, from 2008 to 2012, the price of LED lights fell by 85%. (The EU’s ban on 
incandescent lamps has also contributed to a much bigger market for LED and has the-
refore stimulated innovation and benefits from economies of scale, but Revolution Now 
focuses on the use of policy instruments and development in the US.) Current LED light 
use 85% less energy than conventional light bulbs. An article on the website Reneweco-
nomy (Wright, 2014) reports research results which indicate that it could be possible to 
cut LED electricity consumption to one third of the current level for LED, i.e. resulting in 
a total energy saving of 95%.  

•	 The cost of batteries for electric cars has dropped by more than 50% from 2008 to 2012, 
to a level below $500 per kWh storage capacity. One can envisage opportunities for furt-
her price drops: “Some private sector analysts have said that there is a relatively clear te-
chnology path to $200/kWh for battery storage by 2020. The Department is working with 
industry, academia and our own labs towards an even more aggressive goal of $125/kWh by 
2022. At that point, ownership costs for a 280-mile EV will be equal to a standard vehicle.” 
(280 Miles is equal to 450 km)

Many new technologies, both in and outside of the energy sector, have seen large price drops 
as they have become more common.  

Floating offshore wind power is a technology in the early stages of the learning curve. After a 
few years during which Statoil has been testing one pilot turbine (Hywind) of 2.3 MW off the 
Norwegian coast, five turbines of 6 MW each are now to be built off the coast of Scotland. See 
Garus (2013). With this upscaling, Statoil expects the costs per MW of installed capacity to 
fall to one third of the costs of the pilot. Even so, a further significant price drop is necessary 

U.S. DEPARTMENT OF ENERGY:
•  Solar panels: 99% price drop in 35 years	 •  Onshore wind power: 90% in 32 years
•  LED lights: 85% price drop in 4 years	 •  Batteries for electric cars:  
						      > 50% price drop in 4 years 
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in order for this technology to become competitive.

The increase in the cost for wind power from 2001 to 2009 illustrates that costs can rise 
even though the technology improves. This may be due to more expensive factors of pro-
duction or that the best areas are already being used. Problems may also arise relating to 
quality and durability, and cause us to acknowledge that the actual costs are higher than was 
first thought. This last point illustrates that for technologies with high investment costs, 
low operating costs and long lifetimes, it could take many years before a clear picture of the 
actual cost level emerges. Wind turbines are often designed for a lifetime of 20 years, but 
many believe they will last longer than that. Maintenance costs will also be associated with 
uncertainty for new and untested technologies. 

For a technology such as wind power, learning may mean lower investment costs per tur-
bine (per MW capacity), improved selection of construction areas, better placement in the 
terrain, less impact on the environment, longer lifetimes, lower maintenance costs and opti-
misation of actual power generation. Brand new concepts are also being developed in order 
to harness energy from the wind. For an overview of the many improvements which have 
brought wind power to where it is today and some further perspectives, see for instance the 
article Where Is The Real Innovation In Wind Energy? from CleanTechnica (Barnard, 2014). 

Both for the technologies discussed in Revolution Now and in a number of other areas, there 
are good opportunities to bring costs further down, perhaps significantly further down. Dif-
ferent technology leads are being pursued based on various materials, to improve perfor-
mance and bring costs down.

4.2	 The whole energy system needs restructuring
In some places, electricity from wind power and solar cells is now cheaper than electricity 
from new coal power (total costs), even aside from coal power’s climate and environmental 
costs. (Parkinson, 2013.) This illustrates what fantastic successes the efforts invested into 
solar and wind power have created. But fantastic is in this context insufficient. If we are to 
succeed in limiting global warming to +2°C, these efforts must continue. 

A key challenge may be described based on the difference between fossil power generation 
on the one hand and wind and solar power on the other: While fossil power generation can 
be regulated and adapted to consumption, power generation from solar and wind power is 
dependent on the weather and is therefore highly variable. Sometimes, hardly any power 
will be generated by solar panels and wind turbines in Europe. This could coincide with high 
energy consumption, e.g. during cold winter periods of little wind. This is a significant chal-
lenge which needs to be resolved, since at any given moment there must be as much power 
going into the grid as there is going out of it. 

The overarching challenge is to develop an energy and power system that can offer both a min-
imum of CO2 emissions and high security of supply. It is also important that this system is as 
cheap as possible, both to save money and to make it easier to gain global support for this type 
of climate measures. 

Here in Chapter 4.2 we will examine this challenge more closely – and I will go into more 
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detail on several of the issues in Appendix 2. A good understanding of the challenges is im-
portant when determining which climate strategy is cost-effective and powerful in the en-
ergy sector. 

There are two reasons why I focus specifically on the power system below: i) electricity will 
become more important as emissions are reduced in the energy sector, and ii) a power sys-
tem with high security of supply is crucial to a modern society. The EU Energy Roadmap 
2050 requires the power sector in Europe to have close to zero CO2 emissions in 2050. This 
in turn requires a power system radically different from the one we have today. The system 
must be developed so that new production technologies, storage systems for power, con-
sumer flexibility and electricity grids together ensure robustness and sustainability at the 
lowest possible total cost. In order to succeed we need new technologies to be developed, 
major, long-term investments, good institutional frameworks and suitable markets to coor-
dinate the development and operation of the entire system. 

4.2.1 A DOUBLE CHALLENGE

Electricity plays an increasingly important role in society because we use electricity for an 
increasing number of services. This is related to the development of ICT, the electric mo-
tor’s useful qualities for carrying out mechanical operations, growth in affluence and also 
climate policy. The requirements for security of supply become more stringent when more 
services are dependent on electricity. 

The power system faces a double challenge: While requirements regarding security of sup-
ply will become more stringent in the years to come, climate policy entails that easily-con-
trollable, stable fossil power generation must be replaced by emission-free power genera-
tion which in most cases is less flexible and in many cases varies depending on the weather. 
The most flexible renewable power technology is based on biomass (bioenergy), which can 
be regulated almost on a par with fossil power, and hydropower from reservoirs. Hydropow-
er can be very flexible within the limitations set by the reservoir, water discharge restric-
tions and precipitation. Geothermal power plants can run at a set rate, but are so far only 
economically feasible in areas with particularly favourable geological conditions.

An entire power system can be based on fossil power, but it cannot be based on solar and 
wind power alone. Even though the progress regarding solar and wind power has been im-
pressive and may continue, a number of additional solutions must be developed in order for 
the power system to work acceptably without fossil power. 

Fossil fuels will for decades be part of the energy mix and contribute to flexibility in the 
power sector. But since it might take many years to develop good new emission-free solu-
tions, it is important to start the process now (cf. how long it has taken to develop wind pow-
er and solar cells). The sooner good alternative solutions are developed, the sooner it will be 
possible to phase out the use of fossil energy. Furthermore, the need for new flexibility will 
increase in the coming decades as the percentage of renewable power rises and the percent-
age of fossil power declines. 
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4.2.2 THE CHALLENGE OF VARIABLE RENEWABLE POWER GENERATION

In general, wind power and solar power complement each other nicely in Europe. Wind 
power generates more power during the winter months when consumption is highest, and 
solar power generates power during the day and mostly during the summer months. Still, 
there are periods when the total generation from solar and wind power will be close to zero. 
Average generation per week and month also varies significantly, and a study detailed in 
Appendix 2 showed that annual total generation of solar and wind power for a large group of 

European countries varies by +/- 14%. The fact that there may be long periods of relatively 
low power generation from solar and wind power has implications for what kind of solu-
tions can be used to cover consumption. 

In Figure 4.3 I have drawn a typical duration curve for electricity consumption in an imagi-
nary country (red line). Here, consumption for each hour in a representative year has been 
sorted according to the level of consumption, from highest consumption (left) to lowest 
consumption (right). Generation capacity that is somewhat higher than the highest con-
sumption is required in order to serve this consumption profile.15

Total power consumption throughout the year (kWh) equals the area below the red dura-
tion curve for consumption. To start with, let us imagine that consumption is covered by 

Figure 4.3 Duration curve for 
consumption and duration curve 
for consumption minus variable 
renewable power
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15	 A safety margin is required to compensate for the fact that power plants may stop due to operating problems. There 
have for instance been cases of simultaneous loss of significant amounts of nuclear power in several countries (e.g. 
Sweden) in later years. In order to limit the risk of supply issues, it is desirable to have a total capacity somewhat 
higher than the maximum consumption. This safety margin ensures that the likelihood of supply problems is small. 
Since variable renewable power will sometimes produce a lot when consumption is at a peak, the new renewable 
power generation reduces the number of hours when there is a need for high capacity. Thus, renewable power will 
also somewhat reduce the likelihood of supply issues. Solar cells may for instance provide important contributions 
to security of supply in Europe during heat waves when conventional thermal power stations may have cooling is-
sues. To simplify, I will overlook the need for a safety margin in the rest of the discussion. 



32 Norwegian Climate Foundation Report 2/2015A Cost-effective and Powerful Climate Policy

fossil power. The country then develops its wind and solar power considerably. The produc-
tion pattern of wind and solar power means that there will be periods when these energy 
sources contribute very little at the same time as consumption is at its peak, for instance 
during a cold winter evening with almost no wind. Such periods may not necessarily occur 
every year; the point is that they may happen occasionally. This is a challenge which must be 
solved since a modern society will not accept significant power cuts. The costs in the form of 
lost production and comfort are too high. 

In order to gain a picture of the need for power generation other than solar and wind power, 
the duration curve for consumption minus production of solar and wind power can be drawn, 
as I have done, viz. the dotted green line in Figure 4.3. (One finds consumption minus solar 
and wind power for each hour throughout the year. Then these numbers are ranged from 
the highest to the lowest value in the green line.) As is clear from the figure, almost as much 
capacity is required as before the development to cover peaks in consumption, but the fos-
sil power plants will produce less power throughout the year. The decline in fossil power 
generation is equal to the area between the two curves. In the far right of the figure, we can 
see that consumption minus wind and solar power generation is negative. Here, renewable 
energy generation is greater than consumption. Unless this excess power can be exported, 
stored for later use or another use can be found for it, it will be wasted. (I will come back to 
opportunities for using excess power.) In a situation where renewable power goes to waste, 
the marginal value of power generation is close to zero. 

In this example, the fixed costs of fossil power generation do not decrease significantly, since 
almost as much fossil capacity is required after the development of solar and wind pow-
er. There are increased (fixed) costs associated with development of wind and solar power, 
while the variable costs of fossil power replaced by renewable power are saved. The variable 
costs saved are primarily fuel costs and costs of CO2 emissions and other pollution. (Also, 
operation and maintenance costs may be reduced to some degree). Since almost the same 
capacity must be maintained in fossil power plants, this may on the whole be an expensive 
solution. Moreover, it will not reduce emissions enough in the long-term. There is therefore 
a need for better solutions, both to bring emissions down towards zero and to limit total costs. 
In the rest of this chapter, I will discuss this challenge and contributions to solving it, step 
by step. 

The deficit problem and the surplus problem 

The deficit problem is that even with extensive deployment of for example solar and wind 
power, there will still be periods when renewable generation is not sufficient to cover con-
sumption. The challenge is to solve this problem without CO2 emissions and without very 
high costs.

The surplus problem is that during some periods, renewable generation will be signif-
icantly higher than consumption. The power system can easily handle this situation 
by shutting down some power generation. Windmills, for example, can stand still even 
though there is wind. But from an economic point of view, it is obviously much bet-
ter if this power can be used to create value. That would reduce the economic burden of 
having an emission-free power system and could also reduce emissions in other areas.  
 
Solutions that store power or move consumption and generation from one period to anoth-
er can contribute to solving both the deficit problem and the surplus problem.
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4.2.3 DECLINING PROFITABILITY THROUGH DEVELOPMENT OF EACH TECHNOLOGY  
– AN OPTIMAL MIX

Power cannot be stored without significant cost, and consumption varies a lot over 
time – cf. the duration curve in Figure 4.3. This means it is cost-effective to use several 
technologies for power generation. Technologies with low variable costs and high fixed 
costs will provide low costs per kWh when their full capacity is utilised most of the year. 
On the other hand, technologies with relatively low fixed costs and high variable costs (e.g. 
gas turbines) are better suited to covering peaks in consumption. Gas turbines can also be 
regulated up and down at a relatively low cost. 

The optimal composition of production capacity depends on the duration curve for con-
sumption and on how high the fixed and variable costs are for each available technology.  

The fact that power consumption varies and will be served by different power generation 
technologies with different variable costs, entails that the marginal cost of covering con-
sumption (and the market price) varies significantly over the course of a 24-hour or 7-day 
period.16 When consumption is high (and wind power generation is low), the power plants 
with the highest operating costs must be put to use, and market prices are therefore higher.  

When wind power generation is high, not so many fossil power plants need to be started. It 
is then enough to start power plants with relatively low generation costs. Power prices are 
therefore generally lower during periods with high wind power production. This is called 
the merit order effect, and it becomes stronger the more wind power is expanded. If total 
wind power generation is greater than consumption plus opportunities for export, the (eco-
nomically correct) price of power is close to zero. 17

In power markets dominated by thermal power, power prices are often significantly higher 
during the day than during the night. This is because consumption is highest during the day. 
Solar power (both solar cells (PV) and concentrated solar power) can benefit from this, but 
it is worth noting that if a lot of solar power is developed, market prices will be pushed far 
down on very sunny days. There will be periods when the power prices are higher during 
the evening and night than during the day. Such prices will reflect the fact that the benefit of 
more solar power (PV) falls gradually as more solar capacity is introduced. If the power can 
be stored and used at other times, or if consumption can be increased during the periods in 
question, e.g. for charging electric cars, the drop in price will be less significant.

If solar power or wind power becomes cheaper, it will be cost-effective to increase capacity. 
If costs become low enough, it may become cost-effective to develop the capacity to a point 
where some generation is worthless. Profitability is given by the total value of annual power 

16 	 An exception is the Norwegian/Nordic hydropower system. Here, prices vary little throughout the day and week, be-
cause the hydro reservoirs stores large amounts of energy. Hydropower plants with reservoirs move as much power 
generation as possible to periods with the highest prices. This limits short-term fluctuations in Nordic power prices.

17  	 Power prices may also drop to zero or become negative even though there is some fossil or nuclear power generation. 
This is because it costs a fair amount to shut down thermal power production and start it again later. For a short peri-
od, it may then be best to keep production going even though prices are at zero or negative. A lot of renewable power 
does not have costs like these associated with shutdown and startup, and economically, it would make sense to shut 
down this type of power generation if prices drop to zero or below. But when renewable power receives support for 
each kWh generated, irrespective of power prices, there is money to be made even though the market price is nega-
tive. In these situations, support helps create problems in the system. This is a weakness of many support schemes, 
and the rules should be changed so that plants do not receive money for generation during hours when prices are at 
zero or below.   
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generation minus total costs. All power generated does not necessarily have to generate rev-
enue. But it is always better, if possible, to create value from all renewable energy. 

4.2.4 HOW CAN WE CREATE A ROBUST, EFFICIENT POWER SYSTEM WITHOUT CO2 
EMISSIONS?

Below, I will describe three main types of measures that can help create a balance between 
consumption and generation in a power system with CO2 emissions close to zero:

1.	 Evening out random variations in renewable power generation by developing different 
technologies (with different production patterns) and by connecting different areas

2.	 Developing new flexibility in power generation, consumption and storage of power and 
energy, to achieve a balance between consumption and production, and to utilise excess 
generation of renewable power as efficiently as possible

3.	 Exploit existing flexibility better by building stronger grids, so that flexibility in one area 
can contribute to balancing other areas. Stronger grids also make it possible to build 
more flexibility where this is cheapest

(1) Evening out random variations in unregulated (intermittent) power generati-
on. By developing several types of renewable power generation (with different production 
patterns – cf. wind power and PV), we will achieve a more stable total power generation. 
Complementary renewable technologies could be geothermal power, new types of wind 
power, wave power, tidal power, power from ocean currents and osmotic power (salinity 
gradients). Nuclear power and fossil power with CCS will also contribute to less random 
variation in the total emission-free power generation. Biomass or biofuels used for combi-
ned generation of heat and power (CHP) will often generate most power when the weather 
is cold. This is an advantage in countries with cold climates, as power consumption is at a 
peak during cold periods.

A significant evening out of variable renewable power generation is also achieved by con-
necting areas that are far away from each other. The total power generation of many wind 
farms spread over a larger area varies less (in percentage) than the variation of any individ-
ual wind farm. Even so, all the countries surrounding the North Sea often get either a lot of 
wind or very little wind at the same time. If a larger area is examined, such as from northern 
Scandinavia to Southern Europe, the covariance in wind is less. Equally, the covariance in 
power generation from solar panels declines over a greater distance. Increased transmis-
sion capacity is a prerequisite for making use of this effect. 

Some areas have especially good wind conditions, others have especially good solar condi-
tions, and still others have potential for geothermal power or hydro power (with or without 
reservoirs). A strong grid connecting countries and regions makes it easier to make proper 
use of the different generation opportunities. 

Some of the technologies I have mentioned above are in very early stages of development 
and it is obviously uncertain how many of them will succeed. Since these technologies are 
immature, it may be tempting to assume that they will not make significant contributions 
in the future. However, it is worth remembering that many had such a view of wind power 
and solar panels 20 years ago. 
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(2) New flexibility. Flexibility can increase a) in power generation, b) in consumption and 
c) in the form of increased opportunities to store power and energy from periods of surplus 
for periods of deficit. Storage may be located at power producers, consumers or in the grid, 
depending on what is most practicable for each technology.

In generation, new hydropower from reservoirs offers increased flexibility. It is also possible 
to build more pumped storage in Europe by using existing lakes as reservoirs. A pumped 
storage power plant pumps water up from a lower-lying reservoir to a reservoir at higher 
elevation when there is a surplus of power (low prices). The power is generated later, when 
power prices are higher. The energy loss associated with pumping and later power gener-
ation is around 20%. (Efficiency is approx. 80%.) A significant proportion of this potential 
is located in Norway, but other countries also have possibilities. New artificial reservoirs 
for pumped storage power can also be built, as has been done in some countries. This is of 
course much more expensive than using natural reservoirs. 

Combined heat and power generation based on biomass/biofuel (CHP) can be made more 
flexible than it is currently by adding facilities for heat storage and making other modifica-
tions. It is then easier to operate the facilities based on the power system’s needs and store 
the surplus heat for later. (For instance, one might generate power during the day and de-
liver heat around the clock.) It is also possible to make adjustments so that power and heat 
generation stops while power prices are very low (surplus), and instead buy power from the 
grid to cover the need for heating (with electric boilers). 

Biogas can be used flexibly in a traditional gas power plant. Gas turbines may be able to cov-
er occasional (but lengthy) peaks in consumption, possibly supported by some fossil gas if 
there is not enough biogas or gas from hydrogen (see below). It is much cheaper to store 
energy in the form of gas than in batteries.18 Concentrated solar power accumulates heat 
in a core and can therefore also regulate power generation somewhat, especially to cover 
consumption throughout the evening.

Consumption may become more flexible. For smaller consumption units, the development of 
smart grids will be a key to realising flexibility. In some types of consumer flexibility, power 
consumption shifts to other times. In a market, such adaptation will normally be governed 
by price differences between periods. The same applies to moving power generation to other 
times, for instance for hydropower with reservoirs. Shifting power consumption and power 
generation can reduce both the surplus problem and the deficit problem.

In other cases, consumption is increased or reduced during one period without the opposite 
taking place in a later period. Companies can in some cases stop production temporarily 
because power prices are so high that manufacturing is no longer profitable, and households 
can choose to reduce their consumption when prices are very high. Another type of flexibili-
ty is switching between electricity and other energy carriers, e.g. for heating.

18  	 Seasonal storage of gas is employed in both Europe and a number of other markets to compensate for the fact that 
consumption of gas is higher during the winter than in summer, while gas production is more constant throughout 
the year. There are large storage facilities (e.g. in old gas fields) that can continue to be used in the future. Storage 
costs mean that gas prices are generally higher in winter than in summer. The cost of storing gas on a seasonal basis 
is relatively low. 
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Flexibility in power consumption can be increased significantly through electrification in 
the transport and heating sector. See more details on this below. 

Storage of power and energy. I have already mentioned pumped storage power. Energy can 
also be stored in the form of compressed air, for example in old mines. This potential is lim-
ited and efficiency is 70-80%. Work is also taking place on a number of other concepts for 
storage of power and energy for different purposes, with different storage times, response 
times, capacity, etc.  

Energy storage in heating systems may have great significance in the future and is described 
under the heading of integration of the power sector in the heating and transport sector.

Based on today’s battery prices, the number of charge cycles that batteries can handle and 
the energy loss (more than 15% for several types, let than 5% for Li-ion) per charge cycle, it 
is still far from profitable to invest in batteries to buy electricity when power prices are low 
and sell it when prices are high. But several types of batteries have seen significant advances 
in the last few years and may become relevant in different contexts. As we saw in Chapter 
4.1, the U.S. Department of Energy has set a goal of reducing the cost of Li-ion batteries to 
$125 per kWh storage capacity by 2022. And it may be simpler to reduce the cost of station-
ary batteries, since the same limitations with regard to weight and volume do not apply. The 
fact that many different technologies are being developed gives hope of new breakthroughs 
and a significant drop in costs. 19

Batteries may have lower functionality after many years of use in electric cars and other 
functions with high performance standards. They may then get a second life as relatively 
cheap energy storage for the power system, since the requirements are not the same there.

Based on the U.S. Department of Energy’s cost goal of $125 per kWh for 2022 (for Li-ion), a 
potential cost reduction down to $25 per kWh could be described as a revolution. But even at 
that price, storage on a larger scale and for longer periods will be expensive, and many other 
alternatives will be cheaper. A price tag of $25 per kWh means that a storage capacity of 1 
TWh would cost $25 billion. (A storage capacity comparable to the total reservoir capacity 
in the Norwegian hydropower system would cost more than $2,000 billion.)   

Many system challenges will be simpler to solve if the cost of batteries drops significantly 
or the quality improves. Even if batteries were to remain relatively expensive, profitability 
may become acceptable where batteries can cover several needs and especially if they can be 
used frequently. Batteries ensuring power supply in the event of grid problems, for instance 
in base stations for the mobile phone network, could likely also be used to support the pow-
er system where necessary. Profitability will also improve in instances where stationary bat-
teries could reduce the need for grid investments. 

19   The summer of 2014 has seen three interesting news items regarding possible advances where batteries are con-
cerned: (1) A Japanese company (Power Japan Plus) has announced the possibility of dual carbon batteries. Devel-
opers claim these will be cheaper than lithium-ion, be based on readily available, harmless, recyclable materials and 
can be charged 20 times faster than today’s lithium-ion. (Borghino, 2014) (2) According to Ingram (2014a), Japanese 
scientists claim they have developed a battery that has seven times the energy density of today’s lithium-ion bat-
teries, and that will also be cheaper and safer. Such an improvement in energy density means that an electric car 
battery would take up less room than the petrol tank of an average car of the same size, and be able to cover the same 
distance. If this becomes possible, it will open up many new areas for battery use. (3) Tesla and Toshiba have together 
decided to build a factory that in a few years will double the world’s capacity for manu-facture of lithium-ion bat-
teries. Tesla has formerly stated that this development will bring costs down by 30%. It has been hinted that this is 
a conservative estimate, and independent observers have speculated that costs may come down to $100 per kWh as 
early as 2017. (Ingram, 2014b) It is hard to know when and whether all these improvements will arrive on the market. 
But each of them could have great significance, especially for use of electricity in the transport sector.    

http://www.gizmag.com/dual-carbon-fast-charging-battery/32121/
http://www.greencarreports.com/news/1093530_new-lithium-ion-battery-uses-peroxide-to-boost-energy-density-by-7-times-report
http:/www.greencarreports.com/news/1094102_teslas-battery-gigafactory-will-achieve-nirvana-100-per-kilowatt-hour-report-says?utm_source=GreenCarReports&utm_medium=twitter
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Batteries are undergoing very interesting technological developments that could result in 
many possibilities. However, it is important to remember that there are several other types 
of flexibility that may be cheaper in many situations, and that different sources of flexibility 
may offer different advantages. As we will see in 4.2.5, the heating sector will probably be 
able to deliver a high degree of both long-term and short-term flexibility.

(3) Better utilisation of existing and potential new flexibility. A stronger grid makes it 
possible to use flexibility in one area to deal with imbalances in other areas. A stronger grid 
also allows the development of more flexibility where this is cheapest, for instance in the 
Norwegian hydropower system.   

In addition to the factors reviewed above, increasing energy efficiency in a way that reduces 
consumption in situations where there tends to be a scarcity of power could be very valua-
ble to society, both financially and as a contribution to sustainable development. Different 
measures that increase energy efficiency will affect the time profile for consumption differ-
ently. In many countries, maximum consumption of electricity (and energy for heating) is 
linked to cold periods. Better insulation of buildings (lower heat loss) will then result in 
lower maximum consumption. A transition from heating using fossil energy or biofuel to 
using heat pumps could be very energy-efficient and advantageous when looking at the big 
picture, but it could also result in a higher maximum consumption of electricity. If heat 
pumps can be controlled in a clever way, so they stop when consumption is at its highest, the 
increase in maximum consumption can in many cases be constrained. I will return to this 
topic below. 

4.2.5 INTEGRATING THE POWER, HEATING AND TRANSPORT SECTORS OFFERS 
MANY BENEFITS
 
It is often easier to reduce CO2 emissions in power generation than in other energy use. By 
reducing emissions in the power sector and using ever-cleaner electricity in other sectors, 
emissions can be brought down. Electrification is a means to reducing CO2 emissions 
throughout the energy sector.

Emissions from energy use are closely linked to the choice of transport types and engine 
types, heating solutions, design of buildings and towns, and to the choice of energy carri-
ers and types of power generation. Such choices can commit a society to high emissions for 
many years. Cost-effective restructuring of the energy system means that new solutions 
should as far as possible be developed when there is a need for reinvestment or new invest-
ments in the system. When renovating or constructing new buildings, future-oriented en-
ergy solutions must be chosen. For example, when old fossil power plants are ready for clo-
sure, it is important that they are replaced by emission-free solutions. 

To allow new solutions to be phased in at economically viable points in time, restructuring in 
the power sector must take place in parallel with restructuring in the sectors that increasingly 
use electricity. If restructuring in the heating and transportation sectors does not take place in 
parallel, the emission reductions will take much too long, or be unreasonably costly.

Below, we will examine how increased integration between the power supply and the trans-
port and heating sector would make the energy and power system robust, offer good ex-
ploitation of resources and make it easier to reduce CO2 emissions in all three sectors. 



38 Norwegian Climate Foundation Report 2/2015A Cost-effective and Powerful Climate Policy

In the transport sector, electric vehicles may provide an important contribution to emis-
sion reductions. When batteries become good enough and cheap enough (cf. 4.1), electric 
cars will have a number of advantages over traditional cars. Electric cars use approximately 
a third of the energy required by a petrol car, electric motors are quiet and highly durable, 
and they do not cause local pollution. Hydrogen, which can be produced through electroly-
sis, may also have an important part to play in the transport sector. Hydrogen from a tank 
in the vehicle is used to produce electricity in a fuel cell. The electricity powers an electric 
motor, as in an electric car. Both battery and hydrogen solutions are enjoying significant 
technological progress, while the two technologies each have their strengths and weak-
nesses. Fuel cells have in recent years become more energy efficient, smaller, lighter and 
significantly cheaper. Hydrogen tanks have also become lighter and cheaper. Electric cars 
with batteries may become the best option for smaller vehicles, while hydrogen could be the 
preferred option for larger vehicles built for longer distances. And in some cases, the tech-
nologies may be integrated in the form of an electric car with a small fuel cell and a small 
hydrogen tank as a range extender. 20

Increased use of electricity or hydrogen may also be applicable for public transport and 
freight. South Korea is testing solutions with electric buses, where the batteries are charged 
wirelessly at bus stops. Hydrogen is also relevant to public transport and heavier goods 
transport. In cities where pollution is an issue, transport solutions based on electricity and 
hydrogen will cut local pollution significantly. In Norway, an electric ferry is introduced. 

In addition to solutions based on electricity and hydrogen, types of biofuels that do not 
compete with food resources, may also play an important part, for example within air trans-
port, shipping and heavy transport. For bioenergy, much research is being conducted in the 
area of conversion processes (biochemical and thermochemical) for different purposes for 
use as biogas, bio-oil, etc. A driving force here is the focus on bio refining which could lead 
to more socially profitable value chains, because the use of biomass is being optimised for 
energy as well as for other purposes. Withdrawals of biomass must be sustainable, the whole 
cycle must be studied and withdrawals must be weighed against the value of binding carbon 
for longer in for example forests.

Bioenergy might have an important role to play in different parts of the energy system such 
as the transport sector or to provide flexibility in the heating sector. IEA analyses and EU 
policies also highlight the need for several energy systems that can work together. 

Charging batteries for electric cars and production of hydrogen through electrolysis may 
to a significant degree work together with the power system and contribute to flexibility. 
Passenger cars are parked most of the time and therefore offer a certain amount of freedom 
with regard to when and how fast their batteries are charged. The night especially is often 
a suitable time for charging, both for the power system and for the car owners. Hydrogen 
provides even more flexibility, as hydrogen can be produced from electricity during periods 
of good access to power, and stored under pressure in large tanks. The vehicle owners then 
fill their car tanks with hydrogen as necessary, as we do now with petrol and diesel. 

Batteries in electric cars and hydrogen solutions can also feed power back to the grid during 
periods of high demand. In Germany, maximum consumption of power on a cold winter’s 

20  	 Battery technologies and hydrogen solutions are currently racing each other. It is difficult to know what will end up 
as the best solutions in different areas. Tanks for storage of hydrogen can offer certain large-scale advantages, but if 
batteries can achieve a sufficiently high level of energy density and low cost, or can be charged very quickly (e.g. while 
driving), battery-based electric propulsion may be the best solution even for larger vehicles.
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day is around 80 GW. In 25 years’ time, it is likely that electric cars may be able to deliver 
10 – 15 GW, possibly much more, during 6-8 critical hours.21

The flexibility which electric cars could provide would be relatively short-term. Charging 
can often be delayed for a short time, and some stored power may be given back to the grid, 
but owners of electric cars are unlikely to cut down on their driving, even if electricity prices 
were to become very high. Long-term flexibility is therefore very small. (Plug-in hybrids, 
however, may supply more long-term flexibility.)

For hydrogen, flexibility may be more long-term, due to larger energy stores in stationary 
hydrogen tanks. If larger value chains are developed where hydrogen is either used directly 
in the transport sector or converted to for example methane gas (power to gas) or liquid 
fuel, even greater flexibility could be achieved. The cycle from electricity to hydrogen and 
back results in a significant energy loss, and work is being done to reduce this loss, both 
through electrolysis (approx. 70% efficiency) and through generation of power in the fuel 
cell (typically 40-60% efficiency). (If one can make use of the waste heat from compression 
of hydrogen gas and power generation in the fuel cells, profitability will improve.) The tech-
nological and cost development of these solutions and developments in the energy system 
as a whole, will ultimately determine the significance of hydrogen and hydrogen based fuels 
in the transport sector. 

The heating sector includes heating of buildings and heat for industrial processes. This 
sector is larger than many assume. In Europe half of the energy end use is for heating. In the 
Nordic countries, total heating consumption is equal to total power consumption (around 
400 TWh) and in Germany, heating consumption is significantly higher than power con-
sumption. 

Currently, some biomass, some waste and a lot of fossil fuel are used for heating. Many in-
dustrialised countries have built district heating systems in cities and use waste heat from 
thermal power plants or other sources of heat in industrial processes that require heat or in 
district heating systems. In coal power plants, around 40% of the energy in the coal becomes 
power, while most of it becomes waste heat. Reasonably efficient gas power plants may have 
around 55% electric efficiency, the best ones are pushing 60%. 

Due to the relatively low efficiency for power generation in the thermal plants, many are 
of the opinion that electricity should not be used for heating. They have held the view that 
fossil energy should be burned directly for heating. Burning gas for heating achieves approx. 
90% efficiency. This might seem a better solution than producing electricity from gas with 
55% efficiency and then using the electricity for heating. However, as the energy system is in 
the process of decarbonising and modernising, this logic fails for several reasons:

21	  Assume that in 2040, Germany has 20 million electric cars with an average battery size of 60 kWh, that 60% of 
these cars are parked and connected to the grid at any given time, and the owners of the cars accept that the grid can 
take on average 10% (up to 6 kWh) of their battery capacity when necessary. (Probably not that often.) Based on the 
above assumptions, the electric cars could deliver 72 GWh. If this is delivered over e.g. 6 hours, it equates to a supply 
of 12 GW. That amounts to more than 14% of maximum consumption in Germany on a cold winter’s day. It would 
be necessary to develop smart grids and compensation agreements with car owners. It is possible that car owners 
would allow more than 10% of their battery power to be taken if system needs were especially high and compensa-
tion accordingly high. Electric cars are also able to give more GW if the energy is delivered more quickly. If the cars 
were to be connected to the grid for a shorter time, it might be a solution for each of them to give more power to the 
grid more quickly.  
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•	 Heat pumps are already making electricity competitive in the heating sector, and they 
are likely to become better and cheaper in the years to come, due to technology develop-
ments and larger production series. If a gas power plant produces electricity and a heat 
pump creates heat from that electricity, the result is up to twice as much heat from each 
m3 of gas as if the gas were to be burned directly for heating purposes. 22

•	 Extensive expansion of wind power and solar power will entail, as I have shown above, 
periods when total emission-free power generation is higher than (current) power con-
sumption. Heating plants can use electric boilers and buy electricity when power prices 
are low due to high renewable generation. When there is no surplus of power, other ener-
gy carriers such as biomass could be used. Increased utilisation of electricity during sur-
plus periods will increase the profitability of renewable power generation.  

•	 Buildings can store heat for a few hours. If the price of power is especially high for a few 
hours, heat pumps could be switched off, and stored heat could be used. In heating sys-
tems based on the distribution of hot water, storage tanks for heat can be built. Heat sto-
rage may offer a much greater buffer and also make it possible to run a heat pump more 
evenly and therefore more efficiently. Storing heat is relatively cheap in larger systems. 
Heat storage also increases opportunities to utilise solar heat during parts of the year. 
Many large heating systems allow switching between energy carriers. In the future one 
might switch between using electricity (heat pumps or electric boilers) and biofuel. Whi-
le heat pumps will run most of the time and only stop when electricity prices are especi-
ally high, electric boilers will use electricity when power prices are lower than the price 
of the alternative fuel. Flexible use of electricity through storage of heat and switching 
between electricity and other energy carriers, will contribute to reducing both the deficit 
problem and the surplus problem in a renewable power system. When electricity is used 
for heating as described here, it will result in lower emissions, efficient use of resources 
and greater robustness in the energy supply.

·	 As fossil power generation is phased out, there will be less waste heat available for uti-
lisation. In many places, new sources of heat will have to be found. This could be a heat 
pump, maybe based on heat in the ground. Of course, combined heat and power (CHP) 
based on biofuel may also be a possibility. CHP traditionally only generates power when 
there is a need for heating, but such systems can as mentioned be made more flexible. 

Flexible use of power in the heating system makes it possible to utilise variable access to 
renewable power in a far more efficient way. Wind power in Europe produces most pow-
er during the winter. Its production peaks therefore occur during the same time of year as 
peaks in heating needs. Increased use of power for heating during periods of good access to 
wind power and low power prices could mean both better profitability for wind power and 
lower CO2 emissions from the heating sector. 

The heating sector can vary its power consumption quickly, and where there are alternative 
energy carriers such as biomass, it is also possible to offer flexibility in the very long-term. 

 22 	 With a heat pump that provides 3.5 kWh of heat for each kWh of electricity, 55% efficiency in a gas power plant, 6% 
transfer loss in the grid on the way to the consumer and 90% efficiency associated with direct burning of gas, the 
solution of gas power and heat pumps will provide twice as much heat per unit of gas as if the gas is burned directly 
for heating.
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In countries where the heating sector is large, it is able to offer a high level of flexibility, both 
long and short-term. Some of the flexibility will probably also be cheap to use. In order to re-
alise this flexibility, facilities will have to be modified and sector regulations must facilitate 
a new way of operating systems. In addition, the belief that electricity should not be used for 
heating must be modified. 

Cooling can also use electricity more flexibly than has traditionally been the case.

The integration among the three sectors of power, heating and transport is summarised in 
Figure 4.4.

Figure 4.4 Closer interactions between the power sector and the heating and transport sectors

Most types of flexibility will be associated with certain costs and disadvantages, and invest-
ment is often required before it is possible to use the flexibility. In most cases, both technical 
control systems (ICT) and financial incentives are necessary. Efficient markets with prices 
that reflect the value of power when it is scarce as well as when there is a surplus, are im-
portant in order to realise efficient utilisation of the different options. There is also a need 
for technology development in many areas. In addition, it is necessary to develop a com-
mon understanding of how we can restructure our energy system in order to make it emis-
sion-free and robust.

For those making long-term investment decisions, it is important to have as much knowl-
edge as possible of likely developments and possibilities.

4.3	 Uncertainty creates challenges 
Market players are exposed to significant political and regulatory risk: will politicians really 
follow up long-term climate goals? What kind of policy instruments will they use? And what 

Figure	
  4.4	
  

	
  	
  Figure	
  4.4	
  Closer	
  interac=ons	
  between	
  the	
  power	
  sector	
  and	
  the	
  hea=ng	
  and	
  transport	
  sectors	
  	
  

Flexible	
  
demand	
  

CHP	
  with	
  
flexibility	
  

Demand	
  with	
  short-­‐
term	
  flexibility	
  

Can	
  give	
  back	
  if	
  
(greatly)	
  needed	
  

Power	
  sector	
  
With	
  a	
  lot	
  of	
  renewable	
  power	
  

(wind,	
  solar,	
  hydro	
  etc.)	
  

The	
  hea+ng	
  sector	
  
Heat	
  pumps	
  and	
  
electric	
  boilers	
  	
  

Interac?on	
  with	
  heat	
  storage	
  
facili?es	
  and	
  biofuel	
  

The	
  transport	
  sector	
  
Electricity	
  and	
  

hydrogen	
  



42 Norwegian Climate Foundation Report 2/2015A Cost-effective and Powerful Climate Policy

kind of solutions will the authorities accept or support? Will for example nuclear power be 
accepted in the future? 

In addition to the regulatory and political risk, there is significant uncertainty with regard 
to how energy technologies, fuel prices and demand for energy will develop. As we saw in 
Chapter 4.1, dramatic changes have taken place in the cost of a number of technologies. If 
we look back 15 years, we are also reminded that fuel prices have changed dramatically. The 
ability to predict these changes has been limited, even among professionals in the field. In 
1998 and 1999, the oil price was low (see figure below). The Economist wrote in March 1999 
that the market was drowning in oil and that prices would stay low. Figure 4.5 compares the 
IEA’s long-term price forecasts from 2002 with actual price developments up until 2013. 
The IEA was unable to predict the dramatic price increase that came immediately after, and 
actually expected a slight downturn in the oil price from 2002 to 2010. The IEA was by no 
means alone in this opinion in 2002

Figure 4.5 The IEA’s long-term forecast for oil prices in WEO 2002 versus the actual development 
in the average annual Brent Spot price (all given in year 2000 dollars)

The IEA also severely underestimated global growth in renewable energy, but was too opti-
mistic with regard to the cost development of CCS. Even optimistic experts within the solar 
cell industry have been surprised by the large price drop for solar panels, and many – even 
within the oil and gas industry – have been surprised by the revolution within production of 
shale gas and shale oil. In the EU, quota prices for CO2 have fallen dramatically since 2009 
and have become only a fraction of what the market and the authorities expected. In this 
case, the explanation is primarily that quotas have been offered in predefined volumes, 
while demand for quotas (emissions) were much lower than expected, partly due to the fi-
nancial crisis. These examples are a reminder of the uncertainty attached to the develop-
ment of new technologies, commodity prices and demand, and illustrate how difficult it is to 
predict the future, even for experts. 
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The discussion above and in Appendix 2 shows that there are a many different technolo-
gies that can contribute to creating a robust, emission-free energy sector. Ambitious invest-
ments in R&D and development of immature solutions can help bring costs down a lot for a 
number of technologies, as we have already seen examples of. But it is difficult to know how 
much of a price drop we can expect for each technology. The profitability of each technology 
will depend heavily on which other solutions are developed, and how the energy system is regu-
lated. This uncertainty is a challenge for those wanting to invest in R&D for new solutions, 
and for those considering investments in infrastructure such as power plants, transmission 
lines, district heating, energy solutions in buildings and transport solutions. It is important 
that investment decisions take this inherent uncertainty into account. At the same time, it 
is important that authorities and market players are not paralysed by the uncertainty. 

This gives rise to two main recommendations:

1.	 Better knowledge of likely developments allows better R&D strategies and better investment 
decisions. Both market players and authorities should have the best possible knowledge 
base regarding likely and possible developments. This knowledge must be based on in-
sight into technological possibilities and consistent scenarios of how the energy system 
may develop, given different circumstances. Early research and testing of new technol-
ogies and solutions may provide important knowledge of which possibilities can be de-
veloped more easily and what could be more demanding. It is especially important to 
achieve quick clarification of possibilities in areas where such clarification is cheap and 
may have great significance for long-term investment decisions and priorities within 
R&D. One example might be mapping the potential and cost of utilising the flexibility in 
the heating system. 

2.	 Authorities must be willing to state a clear direction for developments and establish frame-
work conditions that make market players act in line with this. Uncertainty means a risk 
of bad investments. This risk may lead to an inability to act, with everyone waiting for 
everyone else. The authorities must develop measures that prevent such an inability to 
act, and contribute to the best possible investment decisions. Developing a sustainable 
energy system means restructuring the energy system, by replacing components in an or-
der that makes sense, based on the best knowledge we have at any given time.  
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5.	 WE NEED BROAD  
LEARNING PROCESSES 
In order for our climate policy to succeed, we need a broad, ambitious, long-term focus on 
developing new solutions. We need a strategy to promote learning processes, and we must 
take into account the value of learning and developments in technology when considering 
which measures and initiatives to support.  

Carbon pricing may become an important means to promoting long-term change, but will 
not be sufficient to develop new solutions as quickly and efficiently as is necessary. This is 
partly due to the fact that carbon pricing is not an ideal instrument for promoting develop-
ment of immature technologies.

Societies that are ahead in the development of climate policy, contribute to important 
learning regarding how to best organise the process of becoming a society with low emis-
sions. By their example, these pioneer societies can also serve as a source of inspiration for 
other countries. Progress starts when someone moves forward.  

5.1	 Learning curves  
- learning and economies of scale
Learning curves (see explanation in Chapter 4.1) describe the connection between 
accumulated production over time and a drop in unit price. The cost reduction is due to both 
genuine learning/technology development and economies of scale (when larger production 
leads to lower costs). Conceptually, the distinction between learning and economies of scale 
is clear. Empirically, however, there may be some cases where it is harder to distinguish 
between the two factors. For instance when production is scaled up, a lot of informal 
learning takes place regarding how best to organise a production process.  

In some cases, basic research and technology developments in other areas may also contribute 
to lower costs. Developments in ICT and materials technology, for example, may contribute to 
new solutions in many areas. For instance, ICT has enabled automation and remote control of 
smaller hydro power plants, which has reduced operational costs considerably. 

5.1.1 RESEARCH, DEVELOPMENT AND LEARNING BY DOING

Innovation is created through development of both disruptive technologies and many small 
improvements. Often, fundamentally new solutions are based on long-term research. 

In her book, The Entrepreneurial State,23 Mariana Mazzucato describes how important pub-
licly-financed long-term research has been in the development of radical new solutions. For 
instance, she points out that all the important technologies that make an iPhone possible, 
such as the microprocessor, li-ion batteries, the internet, GPS and touch screens, were de-
veloped in publicly-financed research programmes. Mazzucato convincingly documents 

23   	Mazzucato (2013a).  Mazzucato (2013b) provides a 14-minute introduction to her thinking. 

http://www.ted.com/talks/mariana_mazzucato_government_investor_risk_taker_innovator.html
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that publicly-financed research programmes have been the most important driving force 
where big innovations are concerned. Business and industry often operate on a short time 
scale and require very high rates of return. This does not allow for large technological inno-
vations.24 (See more on this in 5.3.1.) In the US, much long-term technological research has 
been related to space exploration and the defence industry. Mazzucato also makes the point 
that what is required is a strong, competent public research sector able to steer innovation 
in the right direction, and that this has actually generally been present in the US. She is also 
of the opinion that a green revolution is dependent on proactive authorities establishing 
good, long-term framework conditions for the development of new solutions, as the US 
have previously had for the development of solutions for defence and space exploration.  

The role of the public sector is not limited to financing bold, long-term research programmes. 
Support for R&D which could lead to many small improvements is also important. Many 
such improvements throughout the value chain can, over time, add up to major progress. 
This type of research and development will often be closely related to existing products or 
markets and provide improvements in interaction between R&D and production in com-
panies. Existing markets provide an arena for testing new solutions, gaining experience and 
identifying further opportunities for improvement. 

By supporting demonstration and testing programmes, and by establishing markets for new 
solutions, authorities can stimulate faster, wider-reaching innovation. Gradual introduc-
tion of new solutions not yet commercially viable (e.g. wind power over the last 35 years) 
offers several advantages:

•	 Practical experience stimulates innovative thinking. Development means testing of soluti-
ons, gaining experience of what works and what does not work. Challenges and opportu-
nities are identified, and a process of many changes, great and small, is begun. This will 
also apply to subcontractors and potential suppliers who identify business opportunities 
related to the new markets.

•	 The problem of the short-term focus in business and industry is reduced. While the business 
world rarely has the stamina to develop solutions that will only provide income after 20 
to 30 years, the establishment of a market for new solutions (for instance a programme 
for wind power development) stimulates active innovation. In such situations, the road 
from idea to implementation is much shorter, and it is easier to find someone willing to 
help finance the industrial aspects of the innovation. (In addition to the problems of a 
short-term perspective, another problem is that developers only reap some of the benefit 
from their new solutions. See more on this in Chapter 5.2.)

When subcontractors expect increased and lasting demand from a new sector, they have an 
incentive to invest in production facilities and innovation. This results in both better qua-
lity products and cost reductions. Development of wind power has for instance promoted 
expertise regarding optimal placement of wind turbines in the terrain in order to utilise 
wind in the best way possible, and regarding better turbines and IT systems that optimise 
power generation in relation to variable wind.  

Learning by doing refers to both technological advances and improved skills where workers 
are concerned, so that for instance workers installing water based heating and heat pumps, 
or those installing solar power panels, learn to do their work more quickly, and with fewer 
mistakes.

 24 	 The required rate of return indicates what percentage annual income an investor must expect before he is willing to 
invest. 
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Learning curves focus on the connection between volume and cost, but there is reason to 
believe that time to gain experience also plays an important part. Figuring out what works 
well takes time, and many practical design flaws only become apparent after some years of 
operation. This is a strong argument for starting this type of learning process quickly, while 
production volume should not be increased too much before user qualities have been tested 
over time. It is better to discover significant weaknesses in a design before production vol-
umes and costs have been scaled up too much.

5.1.2 ECONOMIES OF SCALE

The learning effect is not the only reason why larger production volumes often mean signif-
icantly lower costs:

•	 Larger series often provide better utilisation of manufacturing equipment and therefore 
lower costs. Large-scale production may for instance make it worthwhile to invest in 
efficient production lines involving conveyor belts and/or robots as part of production. 
Smaller series rarely justify such investments. Tesla is planning to build a battery factory 
that will double global production capacity. This is expected to result in a cost reduction 
of at least 30%. Such investments are only possible when demand is high.

•	 A related effect is that greater prevalence of a product in many cases results in better utili-
sation of infrastructure needed for the product. Owning a phone has greater value if your 
friends also have phones. Petrol and diesel cars can be used efficiently and have high va-
lue to consumers because there is a large network of roads and service facilities suppor-
ting their use. Development of this service system is financially possible because many 
people own cars. In order for vehicles based on hydrogen to become widely used and have 
a long radius of action, a sufficient number of stations must be built for filling hydrogen 
and there must be servicing opportunities. Correspondingly, stations for quick-charging 
electric cars must be built in order for electric cars to be able to replace old-fashioned 
cars in all their areas of use. Only when there is a high number of electric cars will this 
infrastructure be properly utilised. Other examples are special ships for installation and 
maintenance of offshore wind turbines, and the need for large sales of LED lights to allow 
a large selection of hues and different levels of brightness, and in order to create a lucrati-
ve market for fittings and other accessories. (This is often called network externalities.)

•	 When a product gains a large market share, it may also become integrated in standar-
dised solutions, and thereby become cheaper. Relevant examples could be water based 
heating, solar heating or solar cells being built into prefabricated building elements. This 
could simplify installation and bring costs further down.    

•	 There are certain fixed costs in connection with starting new production series. For in-
stance, it may cost several billion to develop a new car model (a new concept). Large series 
means that these costs can be shared among many cars. 

•	 Cheaper purchasing. Manufacturing, purchasing and transportation of materials and 
components used in the manufacturing of a product are often cheaper when orders are 
bigger. The logistics of deliveries, following up customers and systems for information, 
may also become cheaper per unit with bigger volumes. 
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•	 A larger market may also offer space for increased competition. This may contribute to 
lower costs.

In Germany, the total costs of investing in solar panels have been below half of that in the 
US. This is mainly due to differences in so-called soft costs, such as installation, purchase 
and approval. Much higher sales in Germany have contributed to bringing these costs down 
(Rocky Mountain Institute, 2013).  

As mentioned above, learning curves reflect both economies of scale and learning through-
out the value chain, as well as improvements in technology in other areas. Increased pro-
duction of a commodity contributes to an important part of learning as well as to benefits 
from economies of scale. There may be different opinions regarding how important in-
creased production is in bringing down costs compared with increased research efforts, and 
the answer may vary from case to case. Both are likely important in achieving radical price 
drops. It is also important to remember that the existence of a market of a certain size – both 
now and in the future – is an important motivation factor for research efforts and innova-
tion in the affected industries. The idea of spending research money on something which 
may potentially find a market far into the future is less motivating. 

In a Working Paper published by the IEA (Philibert, 2011), Cédric Philibert discusses the 
factors behind the cost reductions for solar panels and concludes: “Increased deployment 
has thus been, through various channels, the most important driver for cost reductions”.

Figure 5.1 illustrates how different factors may interact in the development of a new tech-
nology.

Figure 5.1 Positive interaction between research, economies of scale and increased development

Cost per unit

Cost per unit

http://blog.rmi.org/blog_2013_12_05_can_usa_solar_cost_compete_with_germany
http://www.iea.org/publications/freepublications/publication/interactions_policies.pdf
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5.2	 Pioneers only receive some of the rewards 
 
Where patenting is possible, the holder of the patent will reap a share of the societal benefit for 
the duration of the patent rights (usually 20 years). When patent protection runs out, anyone 
can use the patent free of charge. A lot of learning cannot be patented.

5.2.1 DEVELOPERS GET A SHARE OF THE VALUE DURING THE PATENT PERIOD

Patent protection is an important driver for innovation, because developers have the sole 
right to earn money from an innovation for a limited period (usually 20 years). After this 
period, anyone can copy the original idea without compensating its developers. 

For the duration of patent protection, the patent holder will receive a proportion of the soci-
etal benefit, but not all of it. A potential user is only willing to buy a new solution if the value 
for him is greater than the price he has to pay. New products offer varying degrees of benefit 
to different buyers. The least interested (or marginal) buyer will consider the benefit of the 
product to be almost equal to the price, while more interested buyers will enjoy a benefit 
higher than the price. Some may be willing to pay the given price many times over. (Econo-
mists call this extra willingness to pay a consumer surplus.) 

How much income a patent owner can achieve during the patent period will depend on the 
specific market conditions, and any opportunities to identify users who are willing to pay 
more.

In addition to the points above, illegal copying (breach of patent) will contribute to a benefit 
that does not accrue to the inventors.

In order for a patent owner to earn money from a solution, he must demand a payment that 
may limit use of the patent. The ideal solution would be to have strong incentives to develop 
new solutions at the same time as everyone could use the solution free of charge. This is pos-
sible if someone (e.g. a rich country) buys important patents and gives everyone the right to 
use them and develop them further. Tesla’s decision to make many patents available for free 
is an interesting course of action to stimulate an entire industry.

5.2.2 MUCH OF THE GLOBAL BENEFIT MAY COME AFTER THE PATENT PERIOD 

Since global warming is a very long-term challenge, the benefit to the world community of 
an improved solution may be important for very many years after a patent has expired. Of-
ten, the cost of a new product will continue to fall for several decades and make the product 
more and more common. In such cases, a very high proportion of a product’s benefit may 
become a reality after the patent period has expired.  

Companies considering developing new solutions are unlikely to place a lot of emphasis on 
this value, or on the benefit enjoyed by others while the patent protection is still in force.  

A calculation can illustrate this point: 
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	 Assume that a patent results in a constant global benefit every year for 50 years, and that 
the patent rights gives the owner 60% of the benefit for the 20 years of patent protection. 
After that, the owner receives no more income from the patent. In absolute term the pa-
tent owner gets 24 % of the revenue. But since the patent owner receives his revenue in 
the first 20 years, his share of the present value of the revenue is somewhat higher. With 
a 4% required rate of return (in real terms), the present value for the patent holder is 38% 
of the total societal present value of the innovation (viewed over 50 years). 

 
If the income flow rises as time passes because the alternatives become more expensive 
(due to e.g. higher carbon prices) or because the product is sold in increasingly large vo-
lumes, the relative share that comes to the original developer may drop. If global benefit 
rises by e.g. 4% per year due to more widespread use, the original developer’s share of the 
total benefit will only be 24%.

5.2.3 MANY TYPES OF LEARNING CANNOT BE PATENTED

General ideas can be hard to patent. (One example is the concept of the smart phone.) Infor-
mal learning that takes place in companies can also be difficult to patent. Informal knowl-
edge can be observed by others and copied, or it can be spread by employees who take their 
expertise with them into other environments. One company’s solutions may also inspire 
new and better solutions in other companies. We can call this learning by watching.   

Those who work on developing and testing of new solutions will also discover a number of 
solutions that do not work well. Others will be able to learn from these pioneers’ mistakes 
and can avoid repeating them, and may be inspired to find better solutions and pursue other 
technology leads. Observing what does not work teaches us important lessons and saves us 
from having to make the same mistakes, but offers little to those who make the discovery. 
Anyone who develops new solutions must assume that some leads will not yield useful re-
sults. 

For some of the factors behind economies of scale (cf. 5.1.2), it is also the case that those who 
stimulate initial developments make it easier for others to follow. Where consumers need to 
get used to a product to build up trust, and where infrastructure must be developed to sup-
port a new type of product, suppliers that come later, can reap many benefits from others 
who have paved the way. 

Where development of renewable energy (and most other development) is concerned, there 
are often a number of environmental disadvantages, both for people (visual nuisance and 
noise) and negative effects on biodiversity. Experience with developments and researching 
the effects of different measures, can reduce conflicts between renewable energy and the 
environment. This type of knowledge is important in order to limit the total costs to society 
and the disadvantages of renewable energy. It will often be difficult to patent this type of 
knowledge, and it may not be desirable in many cases.25

5.2.4 MORE KNOWLEDGE OF WHAT IS POSSIBLE AND IMPOSSIBLE LEADS TO BETTER 
INVESTMENTS 
 
Efforts to reduce costs through learning processes and increasing production develop and 
identify options for future climate and energy policy. Early testing of various solutions in 

25  The Norwegian research centre CEDREN runs a comprehensive research programme of this type. See http://cedren.no 

http://cedren.no
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some countries offers authorities and market players in every country better information 
about future options and probable costs of various solutions. 

This type of information has great value for long-term investment decisions within energy, 
construction and other infrastructure. Many facilities built today will still be in use by 2040 
and 2050. The profitability of different solutions is often affected significantly by the devel-
opment of competing solutions. Although there may be new solutions no-one has predict-
ed, today’s solutions usually cannot be “uninvented”: Solar cell production has become as 
advanced and efficient as it is, wind power on land has become commercially competitive in 
some markets, a revolution in battery technology for electric cars has happened and is still 
happening, and it is now possible to see that this may have immense consequences for mar-
kets. As such knowledge becomes available; any wise investor will take it into account when 
making investment decisions, to reduce the risk of a loss. This also applies to investments in 
R&D, where knowledge of what others have achieved, makes it possible to steer R&D invest-
ments in a better direction. 

It takes time to build up value chains, it takes time to gain the necessary experience, and it 
takes time to implement the comprehensive creative processes of many great and small in-
novations that are often necessary to bring a new complete solution into being. Some people 
argue that we should focus on cheap measures, such as making the switch from coal power 
to gas power, and later, when every country is on board and carbon prices are high, we will 
tackle the expensive measures. We should indeed implement the cheap measures now, but 
we also need to develop the solutions that can take us all the way to our target, because devel-
oping these solutions will take a long time. We do not know in advance how long it will take, 
and we do not know what will be most successful. In any case, as we have seen, knowing the 
possibilities that will likely be available in a few years’ time has great value for many invest-
ment decisions being made today. Getting a jump on learning processes will give us some 
of this knowledge. When some countries lead the way in developing technologies and more 
comprehensive system solutions, they make planning easier for others. 

Many products and solutions will be used globally. Both companies that develop innovative 
solutions and countries that finance R&D may experience that others reap at least as much 
benefit as they do themselves. When those who develop new knowledge and contribute to 
lower costs only reap a small part of the total benefit, it will result in less efforts and funding 
in these areas globally. In general, only projects where developers (or the countries sup-
porting the development) expect their own benefit to be greater than the costs, will be car-
ried out. This is a key challenge in climate policy.

5.3	Huge benefit potential – far into the future
Here, I will illustrate the economics of learning curves using an idealised example. Let us 
imagine an immature emission-free technology where production of the first unit costs 100, 
while the established climate-damaging alternative only costs 10 per unit.26 (We will assume 
that the two alternatives are perfect substitutes.) In addition, we will add a carbon cost to 

26  	 Since it is the difference in costs between the two alternatives that matters, I have chosen to keep the cost of the old 
option constant. This solution could also improve and become cheaper, but there is less reason to expect this since it 
is a mature technology. The cost of the old option may also increase with time, as we have seen for fossil fuels which 
have become much more expensive since the year 2000 as more expensive fields must be employed. The costs of 
local pollution from fossil fuels may also be (considered) higher as people become richer. 
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the climate-damaging product. In my example, the carbon price starts at 2 and rises 4% per 
year throughout the time frame. I will discuss the situation both with and without the car-
bon price.

We will assume a learning rate of 20%, i.e. that each doubling of accumulated manufactur-
ing of the new product results in 20% lower unit costs. We will also assume that the cost of 
the new technology cannot be lower than 5. Further, we will assume that production will 
grow by 20% per year until it stabilises at an annual production of 460 units after 39 years. 
Based on these assumptions, we will have a cost reduction over time similar to what we have 
observed for onshore wind power the last 30 years. Figure 5.2 shows what happens to man-
ufacturing, unit costs and carbon prices over a period of 70 years.  

Figure 5.2 Development in production and derived cost development assuming a learning rate 
of 20% 

Based on the chosen conditions, the new technology will be more expensive than the con-
ventional option (without the carbon price) for a whole 30 years. If we take into account the 
carbon price, that will be low to start with, the new technology will be more expensive than 
the old technology for 23 years. Even though it might take a long time for the new technology 
to become commercially viable, development of this technology may be highly profitable in 
a global perspective, and possibly for one country alone as well. This high profitability in the 
long-term is due to the fact that the volumes manufactured in the first few years are small 
compared to the volumes produced later. When the market potential is high, the present 
value of future savings may be considerable. In Figure 5.3, I show cash flow year by year 
(net expenses or net income) discounted to year 1 with a required rate of return of 4% (in 
real terms).27 The cash flow is found by multiplying the price difference between the two 
technologies by the manufactured volume. Cash flow is discounted by 4% per year to make 
the figure show how much future expenses and income will be weighted in an estimation of 
present value based on a required rate of return of 4%.

27 	 Here, to discount means to adjust future expenses and costs by the applied discount rate (required rate of return 
on investments). With a discount rate of 4%, an income of 100 that comes in a year’s time, will today be valued at 
100/1.04 (=96.154). An income of 100 in two years will be valued at 100/1.042 (=92.456), etc.
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Figure 5.3 Future cash flow discounted by 4 % p.a. with and without carbon pricing 

With carbon pricing (cf. Figure 5.2), the new technology will become competitive more 
quickly, and long-term income is significantly higher. When cash flow becomes positive and 
rises after a time, it is because the falling costs of the new technology provide increased in-
come per manufactured unit, and the number of units increases. When carbon pricing is 
taken into account, this effect is enhanced because rising carbon prices also make the pol-
luting alternative more and more expensive. As shown in the figure, the curves drop again 
after some years. This is primarily due to the production volume and price differences 
(without carbon prices) being stabilised in this example, at the same time as discounting 
reduces the value of later income.  

Figure 5.3 shows that even without the climate problem (carbon price zero), the new tech-
nology would be economically profitable in a global perspective, since the present value of 
the net income after 30 years is greater than the present value of the net costs until that 
point in time. A long-term perspective is necessary in order to identify this profitability, 
however.  

Figure 5.4 shows the accumulated present value of the income flow in Figure 5.3. (Year 3 = 
year 1 + year 2 + year 3, etc.). This illustrates the length of time necessary in order for the 
measure to achieve a positive net present value. 
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Figure 5.4 Accumulated cash flow discounted by 4% p.a. with and without carbon pricing 

It is clear from Figure 5.4 that with carbon pricing, the present value will be positive if we 
have an analysis horizon of more than 31 years. Without carbon pricing, we must have an 
analysis horizon of more than 42 years. In both cases, the present value is very high if we 
operate with a 70 year perspective. With other parameter values, we might have found that 
technology developments were only profitable with carbon pricing, or found them not to 
be profitable even with carbon pricing. Compared with the cost development that has been 
observed for a number of technologies, the numbers in the example are not unreasonable. It 
is not unlikely that the development of solar cells, wind power and a number of other tech-
nologies will be very profitable for world society in the long-term, even if we were to ignore 
the climate and environmental benefits these technologies can offer. It is also worth noting 
that the ceiling for future production in this mathematical example was set relatively low, 
to 460 times the production of the first year. Greater deployment when the cost of the new 
solution drops below the old option will provide more income and higher profitability. 

The calculation in the diagram above shows the length of time that may be necessary in order to 
identify profitability during the introduction of a new technology. In the example, we looked 
at global benefit. When developers only enjoy some of this benefit, their interest in invest-
ing will be more limited. High rates of return in private companies and much uncertainty 
regarding future climate policy may further reduce interest in pouring efforts and funding 
into the development of new solutions.

The long time frame often required to mature new solutions necessitates public support (as 
Mazzucato points out – cf. 5.1.1) and policy instruments that encourage long-term devel-
opment. Uncertainty regarding future climate policy must be tackled, as must the fact that 
companies often have short time horizons and a high required rate of return when consid-
ering investments. We will examine this issue more closely in Chapter 5.5. 
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5.4	 How can we minimise development costs?

5.4.1 SOME LOCATIONS ARE BETTER SUITED TO EARLY DEVELOPMENT  
OF NEW SOLUTIONS

Maturing a new technology (cf. the calculation in Chapter 5.3) has a net cost in the early 
phases because the costs of the new alternative are higher than those of the cheapest esta-
blished mode of production. Development costs can be brought down if we can find areas 
where it is cheaper to start using the new technology and/or areas where it has greater value 
because the alternatives are more expensive. 

Let us take solar and wind power for example: 

·	 The costs of development and operation can vary somewhat from place to place, but the 
cost per generated kWh will primarily be different because resources vary. Wind power 
will be cheaper in places with lots of regular wind. Similarly, the cost of solar power will 
be lower where there are good sun conditions. 

·	 The value of the power delivered by solar and wind power will depend on the cost of alter-
native power generation (the market). Some areas have higher power prices, for various 
reasons.  

Solar cells were used early on in space exploration because the alternatives were very ex-
pensive and at times non-existent. After a time, solar cells also came to be used to supply 
electricity in places that were not connected to the grid. Here too, the alternatives are very 
expensive.   

For everyday consumer items, for instance new consumer electronics, groups with a high 
willingness to pay (so-called “early adapters”) will have an important part to play in the be-
ginning. They buy the initial volumes at a high price, thus contributing to costs falling so 
that the number of consumers can rise.  

Figure 5.5 illustrates the reduction in net development costs when a new product is de-
ployed / put to use in areas with extra high willingness to pay and/or lower costs than in 
other areas. The height difference between the solid green curve and the solid red line (with 
cost 10) up to 30 years shows the cost difference per unit at different stages of development 
in an area without specific advantages. 

The dotted green curve illustrates lower costs for development in especially favourable ar-
eas. Examples: especially good sun conditions for solar power, lots of steady wind for wind 
power, and low development costs. 

The dotted red line illustrates that the value of the product is higher in areas with higher 
alternative costs. Examples: a small island where a new type of wave power together with 
batteries (and/or solar and wind power) is able to replace expensive power from a diesel 
generator, introduction of electric cars in a city with severe pollution problems. 

If one area meets both criteria, the development cost per unit at each stage of development 
will equal the difference in height between the two dotted lines. Example: An area with ex-
pensive power and especially good wind conditions. 
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Figure 5.5 Good deployment strategies can reduce the cost of developing new technology 

It is cheapest if early development of a new technology can take place in areas with good resour-
ces, low investment costs and a high willingness to pay for the end product. As the costs of the 
technology fall due to learning and large scale production, it can be put to use in areas with less 
favourable resources and/or lower production value. 

In a European context, lower development costs could have been achieved if the bulk of so-
lar panel efforts had been concentrated in Southern Europe instead of in Germany, which 
does not have especially good sun conditions. But for several political and financial reasons, 
such as resistance to nuclear power in Germany, high environmental awareness among the 
population and a strong engineering industry, a window of opportunity opened up for ambi-
tious, early focus on solar panels in Germany. Germany’s commitment to the development 
of solar panels has been important in bringing costs down, and has thereby paved the way 
for other countries to develop solar power at much lower costs. In a global perspective, costs 
could have been saved if more of the early development of solar panels had taken place in 
countries with better sun conditions, but the advice not to make the perfect the enemy of 
the good applies in economics, too.  

When costs fall with increasing development, it may be most efficient to concentrate efforts 
on a few selected technologies, at least at first. If efforts are spread too thin across different 
technologies, the result may be that a sufficient cost reduction cannot be achieved for any of 
them. This problem is discussed in Torvanger and Meadowcroft (2011). This argument par-
ticularly applies where different technologies cover almost the same function. But as shown 
in Chapter 4.2 and in Appendix 2, there is a great need for complementary emission-free 
technologies in the energy system in order to reduce the consequences of random variation 
in renewable power generation, and there is also a need for many different technologies that 
can deliver flexibility. In order to meet such needs, it makes sense to pour efforts into sever-
al technologies in parallel.  
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The fact that different areas have different resources may also be an argument for develop-
ing several technologies in parallel. It is then possible to prioritise based on where the best 
opportunities for each technology are found – as I have described above in connection with 
the diagram. 

5.4.2 WHAT IS THE MOST EFFICIENT INTERACTION BETWEEN DEPLOYMENT AND R&D?

It has been debated in Germany whether the focus on renewable energy has provided suffi-
cient innovation. It is difficult to trace such connections unambiguously, but Morris (2014) 
shows that the country has seen a significant increase in the number of patents within solar 
and wind power in parallel with the development of these industries in Germany.

The funding used for research on renewable energy in Europe represents only a small per-
centage of what is invested in renewable energy. It should be considered whether a higher 
research percentage (both basic research and more applied research including pilots) could 
increase the total value of investments in renewable energy.  

It is important to ensure that the development of renewable energy and other efforts 
lead to much innovation. It may be worthwhile to standardise products and increase the 
size of production series to bring costs down, but it is also important to stimulate testing 
of new and improved solutions, for instance bigger wind turbines. A too narrow focus on 
short-term cost-effectiveness in subsidy schemes for renewable energy (or other climate 
solutions), may lead to all investors going for familiar, safe solutions, with no testing of new 
ideas that could bring us new advances sooner. An interesting discussion of the efficiency in 
innovation policy can be found in IEA-RETD (2014).

Rich countries who really want to increase their research efforts, could locate some of their 
extra efforts in developing countries with high industrial and research capacity, e.g. India. 
There could be several reasons for doing this: (1) research and development work may be 
cheaper in such countries, (2) technology transfer is important, (3) the technology may be 
better suited to needs in developing countries and (4) having good professional environ-
ments for emission-free technologies and the associated industry may increase the coun-
tries’ motivation to implement climate measures. (Domestic research environments and 
industries may be an important lobby for implementing measures.)

Cost-effective innovation is important for cost-effective, powerful climate policy.  

5.5	 Measures for long-term restructuring 
and learning
We have seen that development of new technologies can lead to great gains, but these gains 
often only become tangible after several decades of effort. This means that a long-term per-
spective is required in order to succeed. Thus, efficient measures that promote long-term 
efforts are also necessary.

energytransition.de/2014/08/renewable-energy-patents-boom-in-germany
http://iea-retd.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/RE-InnovationChain-Final-Report.pdf
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In this chapter, I will discuss two factors that may discourage long-term restructuring and 
technology development: a) high required rates of return in the industry and b) regulato-
ry uncertainty regarding long-term climate policy. Challenges in connection with high re-
quired rates of return and uncertainty are especially prevalent where a quota system for 
CO2 (EU ETS) is preferred as the key motivator for long-term restructuring and technology 
development. 

5.5.1 HIGH PRIVATE HURDLE RATES MAY REDUCE COST-EFFECTIVENES

The higher your required rate of return, the less weight you give income and expenses far 
ahead in time. What the appropriate required rate of return (hurdle rate) is for different 
investments is a complex question of great significance. There are different views on what 
constitutes a reasonable rate of return for climate measures, but many believe a relatively 
low rate should be used in this case, maybe around 4% (real) or lower. One reason for this 
is that climate measures may be viewed as an insurance against possible climate scenarios 
with extreme negative consequences.  

The more an investment contributes to our total risk exposure, the higher the hurdle rate. If 
the expected cash flow from an investment is not correlated at all with the economic growth 
or the nation’s wealth, it is recommended to apply a risk-free real interest rate in the range 
of 2-3% to evaluate the present value. (In this case an investment does not add to the to-
tal risk.) If the cash flow (benefits) is negatively correlated to our wealth, and therefore re-
duces our exposure to risk, we should be willing to use an even lower hurdle rate.28 Since 
climate measures can partly be seen as an insurance against catastrophic climate scenarios, 
these measures can be viewed as a means to reducing total risk. This could equate to a very low 
required rate of return. There are also good arguments why a flow of cash (or benefits) far 
ahead in time should have relatively low hurdle rates.29 

While climate measures should be considered with a relatively low required rate of return 
and a very long time perspective, private companies often operate with hurdle rates in the 
range of 10%, and sometimes even higher.30 In addition, relatively short analysis periods are 
often used, e.g. 20-30 years, ignoring any income after this period. If the climate problem is 
analysed in such a short time perspective, in practice there will be no climate policy. Due to 
the great inertia in the climate system, trends over the next 20 years will largely be due to 
emissions that have already taken place. It is an emphasis on developments in a long-term 
perspective that necessitates climate measures.

28  	 A real interest rate is an interest rate corrected for inflation. If the interest rate on a loan is 4% and inflation is 2.5%, 
the real interest rate will be 1.5%. 

29  	 Several governments, including the French and British, have recommended the use of diminishing discount rates 
(DDR). For the UK, the recommendation is to use 3.5% for 1-30 years, 3% for 31-75 years, 2.5% for 76-125 years and 
2% for 125-200 years. The theoretical reasoning behind the use of DDR is linked to uncertainty regarding future 
growth, future relative prices, future income distribution and future interest levels. See for instance the Stern Re-
view (2007) and Sterner and Persson (2008). 

30    In theory, different hurdle rates should be used for different types of cash flow, depending on their risk profile. But 
there are many indications that businesses often use the same required rate of return for all cash flows. For private 
companies, expenses for climate measures and saved climate costs are only one of many items in their accounts, and 
companies will not automatically comply with society’s desire for climate measures to be considered at lower hur-
dle rates. Uncertainty regarding future climate policy may also contribute to high hurdle rates in connection with 
emission-reducing projects.

http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/independent_reviews/stern_review_economics_climate_change/stern_review_report.cfm
http://webarchive.nationalarchives.gov.uk/+/http:/www.hm-treasury.gov.uk/independent_reviews/stern_review_economics_climate_change/stern_review_report.cfm
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Uncertainty regarding future climate policy and policy instruments might at worst contrib-
ute to the industry using an extra high required rate of return where climate-related invest-
ments are concerned.

High required rates of return in private companies mean more challenges in climate policy. 
One challenge is that private players will place much less emphasis on future emission costs 
than public players and planners, who operate with much lower required rates of return. 
When players with different required rates of return are faced with the same long-term pro-
jection for carbon prices, they will not value future emission reductions equally. Figure 5.6 
illustrates this point. It shows how much players with different required rates of return are 
willing to invest today for the same return (for instance from saved carbon emission costs) 
in 20 and 30 years, respectively.     

Figure 5.6 Present value of receiving €1 million in 20 and 30 years’ time, respectively, based on 
required rates of return of 2.5%, 4% and 10%

Players with different required rates of return will value short-term emission reductions 
equally. Everyone would be willing to spend up to a million to save emissions that cost a mil-
lion today. For short-term measures, then, equal carbon prices provide a cost-effective dis-
tribution of efforts among players. (I presuppose efficient markets here. Information barri-
ers, differences in incentive or irrational players may lead to anomalies.) But players with 
different required rates of return will, as shown in the figure, value future emission reduc-
tions very differently, even when faced with the same price projection for emissions. While a 
player with a 4% required rate of return would be willing to invest just over €456,000 today 
to save emissions worth €1 million in 20 years, a player with a 10% required rate of return 
would only be willing to invest 1/3 of this to achieve the same future emission reduction. 
This is not cost-effective. Thus, the problem is primarily the high hurdle rates in the busi-
ness world. 
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Hurdle rates may also vary from country to country. In a number of developing countries, 
political and social instability contribute to high rates in many businesses. This often leads 
to solutions with small investments and high operating costs, such as investing in a diesel 
generator for power supply instead of renewable power, which could be cheaper in the long 
run (based on normal hurdle rates). The problem arises because renewable energy often 
has high investment costs and very low running costs, while a diesel generator is less expen-
sive to buy, but has high operating costs throughout its lifetime. When comparing two such 
alternatives, the hurdle rates (and financing abilities) matter a great deal. 

High required rates of return also reduce the industry’s willingness to invest in long-term 
R&D. This is in addition to the challenge that the companies only receive a small share of 
the value of the new knowledge. The public sector can compensate for the effect of high hur-
dle rates by financing long-term research and technology development (under their own 
auspices, or through private companies), and by supporting incremental innovation in the 
industry. In addition, the public sector can initiate more extensive implementation of new 
solutions (such as e.g. deployment programmes for wind or solar power) in order to create 
a market which facilitates testing and learning by doing in a realistic environment. When 
a market is created for the products, such as American authorities did for e.g. defence and 
space exploration programmes, learning processes are also started. Early establishment of 
markets for new climate solutions (or other purposes) provides practical labs for testing 
and learning throughout the value chain. The existence of an actual market for a new solu-
tion (such as solar energy) – and not a hypothetical market many years in the future – can 
to a significant degree solve the problem of high required rates of return and short time per-
spectives in private companies: The road from idea to sale and profit becomes shorter. 

5.5.2 UNCERTAINTY DIMINISHES THE POWER TO ACT AND INCREASES COSTS

Uncertainty regarding future climate policy can affect willingness to invest in emission-re-
ducing measures and R&D. The significance of this to market players will depend on the 
type of measures used. If carbon pricing is the most important or only measure, and fu-
ture carbon prices are very uncertain, this means uncertain income for those investing in 
emission-reducing measures. An agreed, credible future path for the carbon price (e.g. in 
the form of a tax) can significantly reduce uncertainty. Guaranteed support, such as feed-in 
tariffs31 (FIT) for renewable energy, could mean much lower risk for investors (see 5.5.3). 
Tendering competitions for developments with agreed support (e.g. investment support) 
may provide similar security for investors.  

Certainty that policy is long-term and stable is important not just for the developers, but 
throughout the value chain which will deliver components and services to the developers. 
Investments in different parts of the value chain, together with competition for the best and 
cheapest solutions, are important in bringing costs down. For suppliers to dare to invest in 
facilities that can bring costs down, they must believe in the long-term opportunities.  

Broad political agreement increases stability and credibility in climate policy. Credibility 
can be improved by linking climate policy to binding international agreements. The design 
of the policy instruments that will provide investment signals is also important. The EU’s 
quota system for greenhouse gas emissions illustrates this. Since the financial crisis in 2008, 

31  	 Feed-in tariffs provide investors with a guaranteed payment for each kWh generated over a given number of years, 
e.g. 20 years. The amount is adjusted to the cost level for each technology. 
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the quota price for CO2 in the EU has collapsed. While it was expected until 2008 that quota 
prices would stay above €20 per tonne, the crisis resulted in a large surplus of quotas and a 
significant price drop. In 2014, the quota price has been as low as €5 per tonne. The surplus 
of quotas in 2014 is greater than a year’s emissions of CO2 within the quota market. This de-
velopment is largely due to the fact that the financial crisis has led to a much lower demand 
for quotas from the industry and power sector. When demand drops significantly and sup-
ply remains the same (inelastic), such surpluses are the result. 

The only reason that the quota price in 2014 is not zero, is that quotas can be saved and their 
value is expected to continue to increase in future when a scarcity of quotas arises. Future 
scarcity is linked to the fact that every year until 2020, the total number of quotas will be re-
duced by 1.74% of the quota ceiling in 2010, and quicker curtailment is expected from 2021 
onwards. The large surplus of quotas and the low quota price make it – all other things being 
equal – easier for the EU to cut the quota ceiling faster after 2020. The EU has a target of cut-
ting total greenhouse gas emissions by 20% (from 1990 levels) by 2020. Due to the financial 
crisis, this target will now be reached easily. The European Commission has suggested a tar-
get of cutting emissions by 40% (from 1990 levels) by 2030. This proposal involves reducing 
the quota ceiling by 2.2% per year from 2021. 

Until the targets for increased energy efficiency, renewable energy development and CO2 
emissions for 2030 were determined, there was great regulatory uncertainty regarding what 
type of quota prices can be expected in the longer term. 32 There is significant regulatory risk 
also after the targets for 2030 have been determined, e.g. whether the policy will actually be 
implemented and all the targets will be reached.  

Discussions in 2014 regarding targets for increased energy efficiency can illustrate the prob-
lems of regulatory risk for the quota system. In the winter of 2014, the European Parliament 
proposed a target of 40% increased energy efficiency by 2030. If the target of a 40% cut in 
greenhouse gases by 2030 had been retained, and one were to succeed with 40% increased 
energy efficiency, plus e.g. 30% renewable energy, which the Parliament also accepted, it is 
highly likely that quota prices would remain very low. This could happen because demand for 
quotas would continue to be lower than supply for a prolonged period.  

The target of a 40% increase in energy efficiency by 2030 may be fit for purpose if it is real-
istic and financially viable, but then ambitions for emission cuts should be raised accordingly, 
so that the quota system can function as intended. 

If a highly ambitious target for energy efficiency (such as the Parliament’s proposed 40%) 
were to be adopted, at the same time as there is great uncertainty regarding how much it is 
possible to implement in practice, this would contribute to increased uncertainty regarding 
both what will happen in terms of increased energy efficiency and the fate of quota prices in 
the future. For quota prices, this uncertainty will add to the significant uncertainty regard-
ing further financial growth, uncertainty regarding global climate policy, developments in 

 32 	 For a given emission target, stronger efforts to increase energy efficiency and develop renewable energy will re-
sult in lower quota prices. Based on this, some argue that more efforts to increase energy efficiency and develop 
renewable energy will have no effect on total emissions, since the quota ceiling (really the target for total emissions, 
not everything is covered by the quota market) determines total emissions. According to this view, a push from in-
creased energy efficiency and renewable energy only means that demand for quotas is reduced and quota prices go 
down. This view is correct if the quota ceiling is given. Over time, however, there is reason to assume that the quo-
ta ceiling is further reduced if the other measures are successful. Countries in the EU are not indifferent to quota 
prices. Progress in energy efficiency and focus on renewable energy make it easier to set more ambitious targets for 
emission reductions at the time of the next revision, without quota prices becoming unacceptably high.  
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technology, etc. Recent years have clearly shown how sensitive quota prices in the EU are 
to financial setbacks. Bearing this insecurity in mind, market players will hesitate to make 
long-term investments that assume a high quota price. If quota prices are to function as an 
investment signal, the market must have confidence that price levels will remain relatively high 
in future. 

If the quota price is to play an important role towards 2030, as the EU Commission outlines 
in its proposal for targets for 2030, it probably needs to be at least €40 (in €2014 prices) 
in 2030. (With the fuel prices in 2014, quota prices need to be between €60 and € 80 to 
make production costs for coal power higher than the costs of gas power.) The fact that quo-
ta prices in 2014 have been down to €5 per tonne is an indication that the market does not 
have much faith in high quota prices towards 2030. If quotas are bought for €5 in 2014 and 
they can be sold for €40 in 2030, this means a return of almost 14% per year. The current 
low prices indicate that few people are willing to bank on a significant price increase in the 
longer term. And if there are few who are willing to believe quota prices will rise significant-
ly, there are probably also few who are willing to invest in projects where profits are depend-
ent on a high quota price.     

Technically, the EU’s quota system has worked, and has contributed (somewhat) to reach-
ing (or exceeding) the target of 20% emission reductions in 2020. But the steep price drop 
from 2008 has illustrated the uncertainty of future quota prices and that this type of carbon 
pricing has great weaknesses when it comes to promoting long-term investments in zero 
emission solutions. A policy instrument that sometimes gives strong signals for restructur-
ing, and at other times almost stops working completely, may lead to paralysis or to very 
irregular investment activities. A sufficient long-term perspective is not achieved. Restructur-
ing is slower and less cost-effective. 

A tax instead of a quota system may provide greater price security for investors, but it is 
important that there are solid political commitments behind the long-term decisions re-
garding tax levels. A quota system can also be modified by for instance having a floor and a 
ceiling for the quota price with an indicated development of these limitations in the future. 
For instance, the price floor in the EU could be €20 in 2020, with a consistent increase to 
€30 in 2030, €40 in 2040 and so on. In practice, this could be achieved by no longer issuing 
quotas (or buying back quotas) if the quota price drops to the price floor. If the price falls to 
the floor, the result will be a faster reduction in emissions than implied by the quota ceiling. 
California (and the UK) has introduced a price floor in its quota market, perhaps based on 
lessons learned from the European quota market.

Demand for quotas can, as mentioned, become lower than expected if one is more success-
ful than expected in terms of increasing energy efficiency and developing renewable power, 
or if economic growth is slower than expected. If a sufficiently high price floor for the quota 
price has been defined, the result is that emissions are cut by more than the target (for in-
stance 40% in 2030). In such a situation, exceeding the target is a reasonable result, as it 
turns out to be easier to cut emissions than was thought at the planning stage. 

A new mechanism has been suggested from 2021 to withdraw a part of the quota surplus 
from the market and transfer these quotas back as the surplus lessens. Such a mechanism 
could help to reduce uncertainty to a degree. See the European Commission (2014) for more 
information about this mechanism.    

http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-14-39_en.htm
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A less volatile carbon price will give a stronger investment signal. Increased faith in future 
carbon prices promotes restructuring and cost-effectiveness. 

The quota system in the EU can be improved, but given the other challenges I have highlighted 
above, it is important to supplement carbon pricing with subsidy schemes and other regulatory 
measures to achieve efficient development of new solutions and to implement important long-
term investments.  

5.5.3 FEED-IN TARIFFS HAVE PROVIDED SECURITY FOR INVESTORS  
AND FLEXIBILITY FOR AUTHORITIES

Many countries have been inspired by Germany’s Energiewende and the feed-in tariffs 
(FIT) employed by Germany. The German policy continues to have solid public support, 
and the measures have in addition meant low risk for investors. Often, local communities 
have joined in as investors. The low risk for investors has been important in encouraging 
investments and possibly also for the steep price drops.

FITs work by giving investors a guaranteed payment for each kWh they generate for 20 
years. Payment is adjusted to the cost level of each technology, so that investors are able 
to expect an acceptable return. Developments in subsidies for solar panels are especially 
interesting. Since the cost of the panels has dropped significantly over time, the tariffs for 
new facilities have been reduced periodically. Those who have already invested receive their 
agreed return, while new investors have to accept lower payment. This system has offered 
investors security at the same time as the authorities have been able to adjust policy regular-
ly to take into account cost developments and other relevant changes. For a review of devel-
opments in the subsidy system and interactions between policy and market conditions, see 
Hoppmann J., et al. (2014). 

The combination of low risk for investors and flexibility for authorities could not be as eas-
ily achieved with a more general instrument like an equal subsidy to all renewable energy. 
Since solar panels were originally much more expensive than other renewable sources of 
power, a system of equal support for different technologies would result in either unreason-
ably high payments for those investing in wind and biopower (and therefore much higher 
costs for consumers), or there could be lower levels of support and one would have missed 
out on the deployment of solar energy. When the goal is to develop specific technologies, in-
struments aimed directly at this goal will prove most effective.  

Developments regarding solar panels illustrate the limits of using carbon pricing alone as 
a policy instrument: if the quota price in the EU were to trigger investments in solar panels 
– especially during the early stages – quota and power prices would have to be at a level 
unacceptable to the population, and remain at such a level for over 20 years. Other techno-
logies such as nuclear power, wind power and to some extent gas power would have enjoyed 
ludicrous profits if power prices were that high, while consumers would have had very high 
energy bills. Power intensive and emissions intensive industry competing with countries 
outside the EU would be shut down and replaced by increased production in countries wit-
hout strict climate policies (and an increase in emissions outside the EU could follow). 
 
German consumers have paid the bill for solar panels through FITs, but there is a big dif-
ference between consumers paying a high price for solar power and consumers having to 
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pay such a high price for all the power they buy. They would have had to do so if the power 
market were to trigger investments in solar panels.

For many years to come, very high carbon prices will be necessary if the carbon price is in-
tended to drive development in e.g. offshore wind power. To trigger investments in offshore 
wind power based on today’s cost level, power prices of around €0.15 per kWh would be nec-
essary, in addition to confidence that this price level would continue throughout the facili-
ties’ lifetime. 

The advantages of FITs which I have described do not mean that this system is perfect. As 
the share of fossil power declines and the share of variable power increases, it becomes in-
creasingly important to stimulate power generation which is able to deliver power when the 
market needs it the most. (Cf. the discussion in Chapter 4.2 and in Appendix 2.) Subsidies 
that value each kWh equally, cannot provide such incentives. It is therefore clearly neces-
sary to further develop these regulations.

It is desirable that renewable power generation is exposed to market prices so that investors 
are encouraged to choose technology, design and locations that maximise the societal value of 
the power instead of maximising the number of kWh. It should be possible to achieve this while 
also ensuring profitability for immature technologies, and limiting the risk for investors.33 

In the power market, prices vary from hour to hour. This is because the price at any given 
time reflects the cost of the most expensive generation technology that must be started to 
cover the demand for power. (Cf. explanation in 4.2.2.) A much higher carbon price than we 
have today would mean significantly higher power prices during periods when the most pol-
luting power plants must be run. This will stimulate reduced consumption when the benefit 
is greatest, and strengthen incentives to build renewable power generation able to deliver 
more power during these periods.34 (Cf. discussion in Chapter 4.2 and in Appendix 2.)

5.6	 Societal learning processes are important
5.6.1 INTRODUCTION: WHY ARE SOCIETAL LEARNING PROCESSES IMPORTANT?

Societal learning processes are relevant to the development of policy, laws, regulations and 
institutions, and the development of people’s attitudes and understanding of appropriate 
policy and policy instruments. Attitudes change based on experience and in interaction 
with the development of rules and institutions.

Societal learning may have great significance for our ability to implement powerful and 
cost-effective climate policies. In order to limit global warming to 2°C, pervasive changes 
are necessary with regard to how we produce goods and services and also to some degree 

 33 	 Some of this is achieved by for instance providing investment support (specific to each technology) to cover some of 
the investment costs and letting market prices take care of the rest of the income. Alternatively, in addition to the 
income from power sales, annual support can be provided, adjusted to ensure a reasonable return. If market prices 
rise sharply, for instance as a result of much higher carbon prices or higher fossil prices, support can be reduced, 
and vice versa. Such models can ensure investors a reasonable return and prevent them from making unreasonable 
profits. 

34  	 Design and location of solar and wind power plants can be adjusted. In addition, higher prices in some periods will 
increase profits from biofuel and biogas, adjustable hydropower, storage technologies for power and development of 
transmission capacity. 
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what we produce (cf. Chapter 2). Generation and use of energy must change at a funda-
mental level, the transport sector must stop using fossil fuels and may need to be organised 
differently, and parts of the agricultural sector and many types of industry will be affected. 
Such changes do not only require new technology, they require new organisational and market 
models and new policy instruments. The tax system must be reoriented in a green direction 
and we need new ways of thinking about planning buildings, towns and cities and other in-
frastructure. Developing good models for organisation requires time and practical experi-
ence. It may also take time for the public to accept new solutions. 

Looking back over the last 50-60 years, we can see that big changes have taken place in many 
societies with respect to norms and rules, for instance concerning gender equality, parent-
ing methods and male participation in parenting, acceptance of sexual minorities, etc. In 
many cases, changes to laws and rules and changes in the population’s attitudes have rein-
forced each other. Countries have also influenced each other; some countries have led the 
way in terms of policy and inspired developments in other countries. A good illustration is 
how reforms in other countries are often used to support arguments for similar changes in 
one’s own country. 

Laws that prohibit smoking in public places such as restaurants and bars are a good exam-
ple of the interaction between legislation and attitudes, and of how policy design can affect 
decisions in other places around the world. New York outlawed smoking in bars and restau-
rants in the summer of 2003 and several countries followed suit in the years that followed. 
Norway introduced its smoking ban on 1 June 2004. Two months prior to this date, 54% of 
the population was positive to the ban, while as much as 76% of the population was positive to 
the ban in October 2005, according to Store Norske Leksikon (a Norwegian encyclopaedia). 
Many who were initially opposed to the ban, probably felt it was a good reform after its in-
troduction.  

Organisation can affect people’s attitudes in many ways: In Denmark and Germany, steps 
have been taken to allow the local population to be co-owners of new renewable power gen-
eration to a significant degree. Widespread co-ownership appears to strengthen support for 
development and energy reforms in general. This works both ways – large companies with-
out local anchoring may face greater scepticism. Mechanisms for compensating local popu-
lations for disadvantages brought about by a development may also affect people’s attitudes. 
In addition, research shows that the manner in which processes preparing for development 
are carried out, has great significance. And after development, attitudes often change and 
many become more positive to the changes. This is discussed e.g. in the book Renewable 
Energy and the Public. From NIMBY to Participation (Wright, 2011).

5.6.2 LEARNING PROCESS: WHAT ARE THE BEST INSTITUTIONAL SOLUTIONS?

Relevant areas for learning (development of knowledge) are for example how markets, sub-
sidy schemes, construction standards, tax systems and carbon pricing should be designed in 
order to reach climate targets and other targets in a cost-effective manner.  

The weaknesses of the European quota system (EU ETS), made especially visible after 2008, 
demonstrate the challenges of organising a system for carbon pricing. As I see it, a system 
of agreed-upon, rising taxes on greenhouse gas emissions would work better, primarily be-
cause this would mean less uncertainty for market players, and allow simpler interaction 
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with other measures.35 Or there could be a quota system with minimum prices. There is 
probably little agreement among economists as to how a carbon pricing system should be 
designed. Opinions will depend on e.g. how different models are thought to work in practice, 
and how much weight is given to different strengths and weaknesses. Practical experience 
with carbon pricing is therefore an important basis for gaining a better picture of which 
theoretical weaknesses are highly significant for efficiency and which are less important. 
Similarly, experience with different subsidy schemes for renewable energy and measures 
for increasing energy efficiency may give us a better understanding of which measures are 
most effective in different situations.   

Example: The development of efficient energy markets is a learning process

In Europe, the development of a well-functioning power market with trade across coun-
tries is important in order to replace fossil power generation with renewable/emission-free 
power generation. As mentioned in Chapter 4.2, a greater share of unregulatable power will 
require more trade and efficient exploitation of flexibility in power generation and with 
consumers. Efficient markets are required in order to coordinate decisions regarding power 
generation and consumption for many thousand power plants and millions of consumers.

England and Wales deregulated their power markets in 1989 and Norway followed suit in 
1990. (In Norway, there were elements of a market going back to the 1970s.) Other countries 
have followed over time, but 2014, the EU has still not completely reached the goal of estab-
lishing an internal market for power. England and Wales made some changes in the regula-
tion of the power market just after the turn of the millennium, and a new reform is currently 
underway. These changes may reflect changed market conditions, and/or a learning process 
where regulations that have not worked satisfactorily, are changed. 

In connection with the EU’s goal of an internal energy market, a comprehensive and chal-
lenging process is taking place to establish all the necessary rules. In such processes, one can 
make use of experience from countries that have had markets for many years, but because 
market structure and political conditions vary, exact copies of established models are not al-
ways possible. It will take time to develop good models for the organisation of the European 
power market, and models can be adjusted as time goes by, based on experience and because 
a changed physical structure in markets may require different organisation. 

With increasing development of variable renewable power generation and downscaling of 
fossil power generation, the power system is facing new challenges. Among other things, 
consumers must contribute more to balancing consumption and generation. This may 
mean changes in market design and the roles various players and submarkets should have.  

Practical experience and theoretical studies contribute to a gradual improvement in market 
design and other regulations to make our use of resources more efficient. 

5.6.3 INTERACTION BETWEEN CHANGE AND ATTITUDES 

In deregulated power markets, power prices will be high in some situations and at certain 
times. This may create resistance in the population and lead to demands for government 

 35  	Both a planned tax path and a quota system with a planned path for emission reductions involve political risk. But 
the quota price is also exposed to a lot of other uncertainty, e.g. macro-economic developments, technological devel-
opments in a number of areas and the degree of success achieved through other climate measures such as increased 
energy efficiency and development of renewable energy.
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action in order to limit price increases. If the high prices are a result of actual scarcity (and 
not of weaknesses in market design), measures to keep prices down will mean less efficient 
use of resources and in the long-term, higher costs for consumers. High prices are necessary 
to encourage increased flexibility among consumers and producers.

Based on Norwegian experience, it appears that some years after the introduction of a power 
market, the population is more willing to accept power prices being higher at certain times.

Why is it so hard to get rid of subsidies for fossil energy?

The existence of substantial subsidies for fossil energy in many countries – and the chal-
lenges of removing them – show that people may resist change even if the changes in ques-
tion would mean significant benefits for the country’s economy and for the environment. 
The IEA (2013) estimated total subsidies for consumption of fossil energy the world over 
at $544 billion in 2012. (In addition, there are a number of subsidies for fossil energy gen-
eration, e.g. for coal mining.) This is six times higher than the total support for renewable 
energy. Much of this support goes to keeping fuel prices down in poor countries. Such subsi-
dies bring with them a number of problems: they increase CO2 emissions and reinforce local 
environmental problems, and mean significant financial losses for the countries paying the 
subsidies, by e.g. using money from public budgets to the detriment of measures that would 
benefit the general public and provide growth. In countries where fossil energy is not pro-
duced, subsidies also increase dependence on imports. Subsidies also significantly favour 
the wealthier strata of society. The Economist (2014b) has referred to research from IMF 
which shows that only 7% of subsidies reach the poorest 20% of households, while a hefty 
43% of subsidies benefit the richest 20%.

Indonesia and Malaysia have relatively recently reduced their subsidies for fossil energy, 
and other countries are considering following their lead. Even though objectively, there are 
very strong reasons for removing subsidies for fossil energy, it has proven politically difficult 
in many cases. In many countries, attempts to remove subsidies have led to major protests. 
In some countries, authorities have been forced to reverse or decelerate changes, while oth-
er countries have been successful in abolishing or reducing subsidies. For a short review, 
see the World Economic Forum (2013). Malaysia and Indonesia have also seen significant 
protests against the changes. In the article mentioned above, The Economist writes:

	 Whether more countries will follow the lead of Indonesia and Malaysia, however, does not 
depend only on economics. On New Year’s Eve thousands turned out in Kuala Lumpur, 
Malaysia’s capital, to protest against the cuts. And in Indonesia public opinion has put po-
liticians under pressure to roll back some of the reforms this year. When it comes to cutting 
subsidies, politics can still trump even the best economic or environmental arguments.

Developing practicable strategies is important when it comes to ending subsidies for fossil 
energy. Relevant elements in such a strategy may be to create broad political majorities in 
support of restructuring, and make use of information campaigns in advance. It may also be 
wise to earmark savings for popular, important community goals, to make it obvious that 
the money will be spent on better things. Gradual phasing out will probably be met with less 
resistance than a sudden termination.36 

36  	 Economists dislike earmarking because it places restrictions on use of resources. If earmarking is necessary in order 
to bring about an important reform, however, its benefits may outweigh the disadvantages. 

http://www.worldenergyoutlook.org/resources/energysubsidies/
http://www.economist.com/news/finance-and-economics/21593484-economic-case-scrapping-fossil-fuel-subsidies-getting-stronger-fuelling
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When some countries lead the way, others can learn from their experience. Support for na-
tional reforms may also be stronger once other countries have shown that the new solutions 
really work.37  

Rush hour tax gives great gains in big cities

In most of the world’s big cities, traffic congestion is a significant issue, and leads to big eco-
nomic costs in the form of lost time and increased pollution. If separate lanes are not built 
for public transport, buses also get stuck in traffic jams. Traffic jams can therefore make it 
difficult to create an attractive public transport option. (Underground railways take a long 
time to build, and are also relatively expensive.)

Economists’ (almost unanimous) answer to the problem of traffic jams is that scarce re-
sources should be rationed based on pricing (tax) and not through traffic jams, provided the 
cost of collecting the tax is acceptable, and that low-income groups are not unreasonably 
affected. Technology that allows us to cost-effectively tax driving in cities has existed for 
over 20 years. Those against such a measure often allege that a rush hour tax will target 
weak groups, but it is difficult to see how a congestion charge would have especially unfor-
tunate effects on the distribution of wealth. Drivers are in general not a weak group, and to 
the degree unacceptable effects exist, it should be possible to compensate for them. It is also 
important to remember that some groups may be hit hard by the disadvantages of low mo-
bility. But such disadvantages are not new to us, so we often take them for granted.

While a congestion charge is a rationing mechanism where most of the payment is revenue for 
the public sector, rationing by means of congestion puts drivers at a harsh disadvantage with-
out generating any revenue for society. 

Some big cities have introduced congestion charges (Singapore 1975, London 2003, Stock-
holm 2007 and Gothenburg 2013), and achieved considerable improvements in traffic flow 
and air quality. Given the immense costs of traffic congestion in big cities, it is remarkable 
that so few cities have introduced such measures. A cost-benefit analysis of the congestion 
charge system in Stockholm in 2009 estimated the annual net benefit of the system at SEK 
683 million. (Brunstad and Vagstad, 2010)

A congestion charge would probably be very profitable (to society) in most cities even if only 
the value of the drivers’ lost time was taken into account. In order to develop the cities of the 
future with a pleasant local environments, low CO2 emissions and efficient public transport, 
congestion charges may be a necessity.

In Stockholm, a congestion charge was first introduced as a trial in 2006. Any continuation 
was to be approved at a referendum after the trial period. The result was a yes from the ma-

37  	 In 2004, there were 45 countries that had introduced subsidy schemes for renewable energy. In early 2014, there 
were 137 countries that had introduced subsidy schemes and 148 countries that had set targets for development 
(REN21, 2014). (Renewables 2014 Global Status Report) In 2014, Saudi Arabia has also announced a goal to build 41 
GW of solar power by 2032. Authorities in Saudi Arabia also envisage building 9 GW of wind power by 2032. It is of 
course difficult to determine to what degree a country’s reform is triggered or inspired by that of other countries, but 
there is little doubt that many countries have studied the subsidy schemes in Germany and in other countries before 
implementing their own reforms. It is natural to want to learn from the strengths and weaknesses of reforms, and 
reforms that work well may also inspire action. It is easier to argue for implementation of a reform that has already 
been tested in other countries than to argue based on theory alone. See also Treuer, G.A., E.U. Weber, K.C. Appelt, 
A.E. Goll, and R.D. Crookes. 2014. “Weathering the Storm: Status Quo Adjustments Explain Successful Policy Imple-
mentation.” Political Behavior in press.

http://www.ren21.net/ren21activities/globalstatusreport.aspx
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jority, and the charge became a permanent fixture from 2007. Having a trial period may be a 
good idea in other areas too. We have seen that once good reforms have been implemented, 
they often gain support from the public. After implementation, the drama surrounding the 
disadvantages of reforms tends to fade, and in the case of a congestion charge, the local pop-
ulation can see the value of better mobility and a cleaner city. 

For economists, widespread resistance to obviously beneficial reforms such as congestion 
charges and removal of subsidies for fossil energy should be thought-provoking: In order to 
realise solutions that serve society well, there must be a strong focus on broad learning process-
es as well as on what is ideal from a theoretical point of view.

Tax conservatism

Resistance to changing taxes and fees is not limited to environmentally-friendly reforms; 
rather, it is symptomatic of a more general tax conservatism where the public accepts the 
types of tax and taxation rates already in place, but is opposed to new taxes, even when they 
are financially beneficial to the public and are compensated for in other areas. This is a type 
of resistance to change (often referred to as status quo bias in psychology), and is not be-
cause the current taxes and fees are the best possible ones. A comparison of taxes and fees in 
Norway and Sweden can illustrate this: Even though Norway and Sweden are quite similar 
as societies go, it would be very difficult to get Norwegians to accept a much higher housing 
tax such as Sweden has, or get Swedes to accept the high Norwegian vehicle taxes. If such 
high vehicle taxes had been introduced today, Norwegians would not have accepted them 
either. These fees have historical roots back to rationing of car sales to limit imports after 
World War II. The Norwegian population is used to these taxes, and most people have there-
fore accepted them.  

Fuel and vehicle taxes that could start riots in the US are acceptable in many European 
countries because people have got used to such taxes over a long period.  

Tax conservatism is an example of the path dependency, which I mentioned in Chapter 1.

5.6.4 RESISTANCE TO HIGH CARBON PRICES – WHAT ARE THE IMPLICATIONS?

There are at least three reasons why politicians might be against too high carbon prices:

1.	 Tax conservatism can create resistance to high carbon prices. This type of resistance can 
probably be overcome in time through wise political leadership. A gradual increase has a 
greater chance of acceptance.

2.	 Weaker competitiveness for industry that has large emissions or uses a lot of energy (car-
bon leakage). This could become a reality unless competitors in other parts of the world 
have a similarly high carbon price. This is a real problem that must be dealt with. 

3.	 Effects of distribution. High carbon prices will mean considerable income for some (such 
as owners of nuclear power and hydropower) and considerable costs for consumers. In 
principle, many such effects can be corrected, but this is not always simple in practice, 
and can take time. 
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There may also be other factors keeping some countries from wanting high carbon prices. 
In the EU, those against nuclear power could be worried that high power prices (due to high 
carbon prices) could promote the use of nuclear power. In the EU, there are also concerns 
about becoming increasingly dependent on gas imports for the power sector (cf. Putin and 
the Ukraine crisis). Coal power is often considered to offer better security of supply. It is 
possible that a combination of more renewable power, big efforts to increase energy effi-
ciency and slower phasing out of coal power might be seen as better, because it means less 
dependence on imports, and it would also provide more jobs in the EU. These points show 
that climate and energy policy is ultimately the result of many different considerations. 

When it is impossible, for various reasons, to fix the carbon price as high as is desirable, it 
becomes important to use other instruments in addition. Support for renewable energy de-
velopment is then not just a way to promote learning effects, and instruments for promoting 
increased energy efficiency are not just a means to correcting barriers and market failures in 
connection with energy use. Such instruments also compensate for the fact that the carbon 
price cannot be fixed as high as would be desirable from a climate perspective. 

Some will object that this is not cost-effective. True, this may not be as cost-effective as a policy with 
no restrictions on carbon pricing, but it could be far more effective than delaying restructuring. 

Climate policy is a restructuring project that requires a natural order in which things should 
be done. It is cost-effective to replace old, polluting infrastructure with emission-free solu-
tions as and when facilities need to be replaced anyway. Capacity in various value chains for 
development of solar power, wind power, transfer grids, etc. must be built up over time and 
utilised consistently and efficiently. If, instead, we were to plan to make big efforts sudden-
ly in 10-15 years, costs would be much higher, and it would in practice prove impossible to 
reach our goals because supply chains could not be built fast enough. Furthermore, we also 
need to learn along the way.

It is preferable to get the carbon price up to a sufficiently high level and make it a reliable 
instrument. (At the same time, we must also deal with challenges of carbon leakage, cf. point 
2 above. Read more about this in Chapter 6.) As long as the carbon price cannot be as high 
as we would like it to be, the other instruments are important in order to keep up the pace 
of restructuring the energy system. In addition, there is always a need for such instruments 
to promote goal-oriented technology development and to overcome market imperfections 
at the consumer end. 

When several measures are used to bring down emissions, the carbon price will only express 
part of the value society places on emission reductions (the shadow price of emissions). This 
may be significant when considering how much weight emission reductions should be given 
when planning e.g. public projects. 

5.6.5 THEORETICAL EXPLANATIONS OF RESISTANCE TO CHANGE

The resistance to change that I have described above, can be explained theoretically based 
on studies of how individuals react, and on institutional conditions. 
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A number of studies have been carried out within social psychology and experimental eco-
nomics that describe loss aversion (people find it much harder to lose something they have 
than not to win something of a similar value) and a related effect, called the endowment ef-
fect.38 This effect can be explained in connection with an experiment where students were 
given either coffee or chocolate, and then asked whether they wanted to swap what they had 
received for the other item. No matter which of the two items the students received, most 
were unwilling to swap what they had received for the other option. A number of similar 
tests in many countries produced the same pattern. This pattern reveals irrational behav-
iour with reference to standard economic thinking, and appears to be deeply rooted in hu-
man nature. An amusing indication that this pattern has deep biological roots, is evidence of 
similar reaction patterns in chimpanzees.39

The endowment effect is a barrier to change, but also offers an optimistic interpretation: 
While economists often interpret people’s resistance to change as having to do with per-
manent preferences, here we are dealing with a more transient type of resistance. A while 
after a change, individuals may well be more satisfied with the new order of things. The large 
increase in support for the smoking ban after its introduction can be understood based on 
this. In a number of surveys, similar changes have been found with reference to attitudes to 
wind farms: following installation, far fewer people are against the wind farms, and more 
people express positive attitudes.40

Resistance to removing a subsidy may be reinforced by a lack of clarity about what you get in 
return, and who benefits from the change. An economist would argue that fewer public ex-
penses (for fossil subsidies) would lead to lower taxes or increased public benefit in important 
areas, and that all in all, society would benefit from removing the subsidy. But at a subjective 
level, individuals may feel that money saved in one place, just goes into a black hole. 

Institutional issues can reinforce the effects created by individual loss aversion and the en-
dowment effect. If it is not clear what savings will be spent on, it will be difficult to mobilise 
interest groups who may benefit from the reform, to fight for it. Those who know they will 
be worse off due to a reform, will mobilise actively, however, and will often have established 
organisations able to fight their corner. (A parallel to this is that well-established industries 
often have strong organisations with spokespersons and lobbyists, while potential growth 
industries do not have the same strength to promote their views.)

Preferences change and we are influenced by others’ opinions and actions

In almost all economic analyses and presentations, consumer preferences are dealt with as 
something fixed. We assume consumers have a genuine, individual inner ranking of differ-
ent products, irrespective of how long they have had them and what products other people 

 38 	 Daniel Kahneman, the psychologist and behavioural researcher who received the Nobel Prize in Economics in 2002, 
describes these effects in his book Thinking, Fast and Slow. See e.g. Chapters 26-28, especially the paragraph “De-
fending the Status Quo” in Chapter 28. Here Kahneman writes, “plans for reform almost always produce many win-
ners and some losers while achieving the overall improvement. If the affected parties have any political influence, 
however, potential losers will be more active and determined than potential winners”. (Kahneman, 2013)

39  	 This is described in the article “Endowment Effects in Chimpanzees” by Bronson, et al. (2007). Their observations 
serve to strengthen a hypothesis that our unwillingness to give up something we already have (in exchange for some-
thing that is at least as good or better from a newcomer’s point of view), may be biologically founded. For a short 
news article, see Choi (2007). 

40  	 See for instance TNS Gallup/Enova (2009) (in Norwegian) and Damborg and Krohn (2001).

http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S096098220701915X
http://www.nbcnews.com/id/21193515/#.VEQYtFckJAZ
http://www.nve.no/PageFiles/7983/B1_Daniel_Rees.pdf
http://ele.aut.ac.ir/~wind/en/articles/surveys.htm
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have. Psychological research indicates that these assumptions do not match up with reality. 
In any case, we all know from history and our own lives, that taste and preferences change. 
There are many indications that our desires as consumers are influenced by what others 
do and have, that we develop habits, and that becoming accustomed to something changes 
preferences. Fashions are a good example of this. 

In blind tests, people often prefer flavours other than what they have stated prior to the 
test. Luxuries which imply status at one point in time, may at other times seem ridiculous. 
41 Things are often valued because they give the owner higher social status: In one situation, 
owning a Hummer (a large, fuel-guzzling expensive SUV) may give status, but changed atti-
tudes in society may make it embarrassing to drive such a car, if you do not need to. 

Advertising and other factors of influence also play a role in determining what we prize as 
good and beautiful. In the article “Marketing actions can modulate neural representations 
of experienced pleasantness”, Plassmann et al. (2008) discuss a hypothesis that marketing 
measures can affect the very experience of a product. The authors tested a group’s expe-
rience of the quality of wine and found that people felt the quality was better when they 
thought the price was high, compared to when they thought the price was low.42 MRI scans 
of the test subjects indicate that not only did they report better taste, they actually experi-
enced better taste. This shows that our experience of a product can be strongly influenced 
by what we think and believe about a product’s quality and value, and which attitudes and 
associations are linked to it. 

Taste and preferences are to a significant degree mouldable through social imitation. This 
is also confirmed when we look back, and are amazed at the strange fashionable clothes and 
hairstyles we let ourselves be persuaded to wear a few years back. Phenomena such as these 
are discussed in e.g. Cialdini (2001) and Ariely (2008). There is also research that indicates 
that families are more likely to install solar panels if their neighbours have done so. For a 
short news article with references to more research, see Plumer (2014).

The fact that preferences to some degree are mouldable and influenced by developments in 
society, may mean that we will over time accept greater changes in a climate-friendly direc-
tion than one would think based on current consumer behaviour. 

When people’s choices are interpreted as a result of permanent preferences, their willingness 
to pay for a product will be interpreted as a result of a permanent, true value for the consumer, 
and a corresponding loss of benefit will be assumed if consumers need to forego the product. 
But for products where demand is largely based on habit and perhaps on the social status af-
forded by the product, a change will not necessarily lead to a permanent loss of benefit.  

Social psychologist Cialdini is interested in what he calls “social proof”: When other people 
value something, we often assign great value to it. We imitate other people, and more than 

41  “In the mid-1880s, aluminium metal was exceedingly difficult to produce, which made pure aluminium more valuable 
than gold. So celebrated was the metal that bars of aluminium were exhibited at the Exposition Universelle of 1855. 
Napoleon III of France is reputed to have held a banquet where the most honoured guests were given aluminium 
utensils, while the others made do with gold.” Wikipedia (2014b)

42 	 In the summary of the article, its authors write: “We propose that marketing actions, such as changes in the price of 
a product, can affect neural representations of experienced pleasantness. We tested this hypothesis by scanning hu-
man subjects using functional MRI while they tasted wines that, contrary to reality, they believed to be different and 
sold at different prices. Our results show that increasing the price of a wine increases subjective reports of flavour 
pleasantness as well as blood-oxygen-level-dependent activity in medial orbitofrontal cortex, an area that is widely 
thought to encode for experienced pleasantness during experiential tasks.”

http://www.vox.com/authors/brad-plumer
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aluminium
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anything, we imitate people who have high status in our eyes and people who are similar to 
us. We take on the actions, body language and speech patterns of our role models, and are 
far more open to arguments and ideas that come from people with high status and authori-
ty. Cialdini has an example so delightful it deserves to be repeated: He first refers to several 
studies of learning in troops of monkeys. Here, new knowledge of better sources of food or 
useful methods of catching food prove to spread very slowly throughout the troop if low-sta-
tus individuals are the ones who make the discoveries. It can take over a year for the whole 
troop to start using the new methods. However, if the leader gets hold of the new idea, it can 
spread throughout the troop in a matter of hours. Cialdini then draws lines to something 
that happened in the Chicago Bulls basketball team in 1995. Two players had for a long time 
been eating energy booster bars before games without other players taking much notice. 
Then the team’s leader and star player Michael Jordan started eating them, and before long, 
all the players were eating the bars before games.

Scurvy, tobacco, sugar and the climate: why are we so slow to learn?

In 1740, English admiral Lord Nelson’s squadron set sail on a three-year voyage. Out of a 
crew of 2000, half died of scurvy. In 1747, doctor James Lind showed that patients who were 
given lemons recovered from scurvy in a matter of days. But lime juice was not introduced as 
part of the Royal Navy’s daily diet until 48 years later. There are innumerable similar exam-
ples illustrating that people, institutions and societies learn slowly and that many years pass 
before new insight penetrates society and is used. Sadly, researchers and academic profes-
sions also appear to learn unnecessarily slowly in a number of cases.43 

Knowledge of the harmful effects of tobacco have been known for decades, but smoking 
has only declined very slowly, much slower than what could be explained by individual ad-
diction. Similarly, we have known about the health effects of refined sugar for a number of 
years, but only in recent years have we seen a decline in the use of sugary drinks in some 
countries. (In some countries, the tobacco industry and sugar industry may have contribut-
ed to confusion and doubts about research and may have affected public policy, but in many 
countries, clear information has been readily available to consumers.) Can our slow learn-
ing provide insight into our hesitant approach to the climate challenge? And will there come 
a point when denying the climate problem is impossible? How will it affect our ability to act? 

43   Cialdini’s book, Influence: Science and Practice, recounts comprehensive socio-psychological research which shows 
that in many situations, people do not behave the way economists expect. Daniel Kahneman talks about “theory 
induced blindness” among economists. In his book Thinking, Fast and Slow he describes experiments that clearly 
show significant weaknesses in economists’ basic assumptions concerning rational behaviour, and comments on 
the response among economists thus: “You might think that this surprising outcome would cause much anguished 
soul-searching among economists, as a basic assumption of their theory had been successfully challenged. But this is 
not the way things work in social science, including both psychology and economics. Theoretical beliefs are robust, 
and it takes much more than one embarrassing finding for established theories to be seriously challenged.” (Quote 
from Chapter 33, Reversals, subchapter Challenging Economics.) The point to notice here is that the research quot-
ed by Cialdini and Kahneman is not new. Much of this research goes back several decades. Cialdini’s book was first 
published in 1984.

	 Over 50 years ago, Thomas Kuhn wrote the book The structure of scientific revolutions, where he claims that regular 
practice within sciences is to stick to a paradigm (a theory or general model), even if it has been falsified beyond a 
doubt. One only changes paradigms when there is enough pressure on the old paradigm and there is an attractive 
alternative.
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5.6.6 GAME THEORY DOES NOT EXPLAIN ALL TYPES OF INTERACTION

Many game theory analyses offer a fairly pessimistic view of the prospect of establishing 
an ambitious international climate agreement. It can be tempting to interpret the absence 
of success in international climate negotiations as a sign that these analyses are right, but 
perhaps the issue is more complicated. I do not doubt for a second that self-interest may 
play a big part in our choices and that game theory can provide useful insights. But I do not 
believe that all our actions and choices can be explained completely through a model of ra-
tional players that promote their own interests. It is hard to imagine that only self-interest 
has motivated the EU, around half of US states, many cities and many countries around the 
world to place themselves under climate commitments and start programmes for develop-
ing renewable energy. 

A number of controlled experiments have been carried out showing that in many cases, peo-
ple do not act as predicted by game theory, and the joke is often made that only students who 
major in economics respond as predicted by the theory.44 This could have significant prac-
tical implications. Economists often explain the depletion or over-exploitation of common 
natural resources (such as grazing land, fishing resources in the sea, or the atmosphere) by a 
phenomenon called the tragedy of the commons. The thinking here is that when no one owns 
the resources, everyone will overexploit them (“it is better that I use this resource than that 
someone else takes it”), and the result is a bad situation for everyone. This is a plausible ex-
planation model which may have a lot of truth in it. But it is far from obvious that it explains 
everything. In his article Overexploitation of renewable resources: The role of misperceptions, 
Erling Moxnes shows that overexploitation also occurs in cases where there is a shared sys-
tem for exploitation, and that test subjects asked to use a resource also overexploit it with-
out the tragedy of the commons theory being able to provide an explanation: “All subjects 
err on the side of overexploitation. Behaviour seems to be dominated by inappropriate, static 
mental models and inefficient heuristics.” (Moxnes, 1998) 

What does it mean for climate policy if tragedy of the commons is not the only explanation of 
why too little is done? And what does it mean if some of what is done is not based on self-in-
terest?

We have seen many examples of the fact that people and institutions learn slowly, even when 
it is clearly in their interest to adopt a new solution. (Cf. the Royal Navy and scurvy.) Fur-
thermore, social psychology research shows that we are influenced by others’ actions, most 
of all by the actions of those we look up to and those who are similar to us (role models). 

44  	 A game that has been tested a number of times in different cultures is the following: two players cannot communi-
cate with each other, there is only one round, the players are anonymous and will not meet later. They are given the 
offer of sharing a sum of money, for instance $100. Player A has been asked to determine how to divide the money 
between them, and can therefore give more to himself. Player B can either accept this division and receive his share, 
or say no. If he says no, neither of them receives anything. Based on conventional economic thinking, Player B will 
say yes to any division that gives him something, e.g. $5 out of the 100, since $5 is better than nothing. If the players 
were to maximise their own financial gain, we would expect A to take almost all the money for himself and B to agree 
to this, since some money is better than no money. But this is not the typical result of the game: A takes far from 
everything, and in many cases B says no if the share he is offered is too small. One interpretation is that B sacrifices 
his money to punish A’s greed. B is not necessarily irrational if he says no, but he is obviously not just in it for the 
money. 

	 A funny point is that chimpanzees sometimes act more in line with game theory predictions than people do. This is 
discussed in a lecture by Colin Camerer: “Neuroscience, game theory, monkeys” on ted.com. (Carmerer, 2013)

http://www.ted.com/talks/colin_camerer_neuroscience_game_theory_monkeys
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Results at an individual level cannot simply be transferred to countries. But when looking 
at different countries’ policies and the nature of debates regarding reform, it appears as 
though policy, too, is in many cases affected by what other countries do. This may partly be 
due to the fact that successful reforms make it easier to follow, but it may also be because 
our understanding of what is possible, right and necessary, is affected by what other coun-
tries do. The fact that other countries are implementing measures serves as an argument in 
domestic debates. This is not the only factor influencing politics, but in some cases, it may 
be a deciding factor.

There are several modern events where ideas and actions appear to have spread fast be-
tween countries. One example is the hippie movement and the students protest and riots 
from 1968 and the following years. Another example is the Arab Spring that started in Tuni-
sia in December 2010 and gradually spread to other Arab countries.

More ambitious climate policy in one country can promote increased efforts in other countries 
because the costs of climate measures are reduced (technology development and economies of 
scale), because better models for implementation of cost-effective climate policy (successful re-
forms and institutions) are developed, and because of moral role models setting good examples.  

5.6.7 WHAT HAS CHINA LEARNED FROM ITS SPECIAL ECONOMIC ZONES?

From 1976, under the leadership of Deng Xiaoping, Chinese economic policy gradually be-
came more pragmatic and market-oriented. The Chinese leadership must have observed 
the much greater prosperity that had been created in market-oriented Taiwan and Hong 
Kong. From the early 1980s, China gradually opened more so-called special economic zones 
based on foreign investments, a significant degree of market economy and the use of cheap 
Chinese labour. An important objective for the zones was to increase exports to gain foreign 
currency, but there was also an intention to learn from foreign industry’s technology and 
organisation. In addition, the zones provided an opportunity to experiment with different 
economic reforms and gain practical experience. 45 46

Due to their great financial success, the zones have probably made it easier to gain support 
for financial reforms throughout the rest of China. It is easy to create resistance against un-
tried and theory-based proposals for reform, but it is difficult to argue against proven suc-
cess. It was Deng Xiaoping who said that it does not matter whether a cat is black or white, as 
long as it catches mice. Deng may also have thought that successful reforms in some zones 
would be the best argument – and the best strategy – for later reforms in the rest of China. 
Nothing succeeds like success.

5.6.8 SOCIETAL LEARNING PROCESSES CONTRIBUTE TO COST-EFFECTIVE CLIMATE 
POLICY

We have seen above that societal learning takes place at many levels, and has to do with both 
development of knowledge regarding suitable forms of organisation (markets, laws, subsidy 

45   “The country’s special zones can serve as experimental units in economic structural reform and as schools for learn-
ing the law of value and the regulation of production according to market demands.” Dixin, Xu (2009)

46   Economist Paul Romer has developed interesting thoughts on how the lessons from Hong Kong and Chinese eco-
nomic zones can be used to develop new, independent towns that can provide growth in poor countries. He presents 
his thoughts in several lectures available on ted.com, e.g. Why the world needs charter cities. (Romer, 2009)

http://www.bjreview.com.cn/nation/txt/2009-05/26/content_197576.htm
ted.com
http://www.ted.com/talks/paul_romer
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schemes, taxes) and regarding attitudes in society. We have also seen that there is often in-
teraction between changes in systems and institutions on the one hand, and changes in atti-
tudes on the other. Resistance to changes in regulations will often be reduced and replaced 
by acceptance and support after the changes have been implemented and the dust has set-
tled. This has important implications for what is a cost-effective and powerful climate poli-
cy: when some countries, states, areas or cities are ahead in terms of climate policy reforms, 
they provide a knowledge basis for better (more cost-effective) reforms in other places, and 
inspire others to follow. This makes climate policy more cost-effective over time.  

Even though pioneers’ climate measures viewed in isolation are expensive when compared 
with measures that could have been implemented in other countries (if these countries had 
been willing), pioneers’ measures can still promote a powerful and cost-effective global cli-
mate policy.  

Role models and technology for different types of countries 

Knowledge that comes from reforms in one country will often be most relevant in countries 
that are politically, culturally, institutionally and financially similar, as well as being simi-
lar with regard to the energy system and other important factors. Perhaps we are also most 
inspired by reforms in countries similar to our own, which are therefore easier to identify 
with. Hence, there is a need for many countries, states and cities with different characteris-
tics to lead the way in terms of reforms and share their experience with others.  

Denmark has selected the island of Bornholm, population 43,000, to test the sustainable 
energy system of the future, and especially to test out smart grids for the power system. Co-
penhagen is to become the world’s first carbon neutral capital (Braw, 2014) and in many 
ways, Denmark as a whole is an important pilot country for energy restructuring, further 
ahead and with more ambitious goals than Germany. China has a number of cities where 
sustainable solutions are being tested (Schmitz, 2013). Beijing, with a population of approx. 
20 million inhabitants, has recently decided that coal power, which currently covers 25% of 
the city’s power needs, will be phased out by 2020 to limit air pollution. Dubai is planning 
a whole new city with very low emissions (Masdar City, outside Abu Dhabi). Perhaps the 
EU should select one of the larger islands in the Mediterranean as the first society to have a 
completely renewable energy system? It could become an important laboratory for gaining 
experience, and not least an important source of inspiration.

Many of the areas that have made great strides in the direction of emission cuts, are rela-
tively wealthy. It is also important to develop pioneer areas among poorer countries, and 
perhaps especially in poor countries that are seeing great financial growth (emerging econ-
omies). In order to develop model societies here, it may be necessary for rich countries to 
provide financial and technological support. Developing good solutions for countries on 
their way out of poverty is urgent. It is particularly important to avoid large investments 
in solutions that lock societies in to high greenhouse gas emissions for several decades, for 
instance by establishing new coal power plants. Therefore, there is a need for measures that 
can work quickly in many countries. In addition, it is important to think further ahead and 
develop knowledge that makes it possible for these countries to combine long-term eco-
nomic growth with low and falling emissions. Here, pioneer areas and countries can play an 
important part, together with new technology. 

http://www.newsweek.com/2014/08/08/copenhagen-be-worlds-first-carbon-neutral-capital-262623.html
http://www.environmentalleader.com/2013/04/29/chinas-emerging-sustainable-cities-and-their-lessons-for-us-cities/
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If technology development is mainly driven by industrialised countries and regions, there 
is a danger that the resulting solutions will be less suited to the needs in poor countries and 
emerging economies. Luckily, solar panels can provide significant contributions in many 
developing countries, but for both solar cells and other technologies, there may be a need 
to develop and facilitate solutions that are especially adapted to the needs in developing 
countries. This also applies to good methods for financing investments. Support for such 
restructuring can be efficient aid policy as well as powerful climate policy.

The role of rich countries as pioneers does not need to stop at their borders. Norway has led 
the way in supporting rainforest conservation. This contributes to conserving biological di-
versity, is beneficial to indigenous peoples and is also a very cost-effective climate measure. 
Learning is also important in areas such as this, in order to determine the best methods to 
ensure we achieve our goal.  

5.7	 Dynamic and global cost-effectiveness
 
Many assessments of economic efficiency are based on a static perspective: Technologies 
and costs of measures are assumed to be fixed and people’s preferences are assumed to be 
constant. When examining an isolated problem in a smaller geographical area and for a short 
period, such assumptions may be reasonable. Then there will hardly be any interaction be-
tween the measures considered and changes in technology, costs and preferences. The cli-
mate problem, however, is of a different character entirely: It is global, affects almost all 
areas of society, has no simple solution and has a time perspective of over a hundred years. 
This makes learning crucial in developing good solutions. New technologies and knowledge 
that can be used over many decades and throughout the world can offer immense gains in 
the long-term.

As we have seen in this chapter, technology development and large-scale expansion of new 
solutions provide important and mutually reinforcing contributions to bringing down the 
cost of climate solutions. We have also seen that learning is about more than just technology 
development: Societies that lead the way in restructuring, contribute to increased knowledge 
of how restructuring can be done most efficiently, and they can also inspire others to act. Both 
these effects can contribute to increased global cost-effectiveness in climate policy.

It may be appropriate to use the term dynamic and global cost-effectiveness to describe anal-
yses that have a global perspective and take into account the fact that measures can affect 
cost and technology developments, and develop other useful knowledge. 

The fact that some analyses ignore learning effects, may be due to a primary focus on the 
costs and benefits for one’s own country in a short-term perspective, and less focus on learn-
ing effects that benefit the world community as a whole. Even though learning effects may 
also be of high value for individual countries and especially for large blocs such as the EU, 
the US and China, the value is obviously much greater in a global perspective.   

The debate over cost-effectiveness would be tidier if it was clarified whether the topic is cost-ef-
fectiveness in relation to clear-cut, short-term national goals or cost-effectiveness in a global 
and long-term perspective. The conclusions as to what is cost-effective might differ significantly.  
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6.	 LIMITED PARTICIPATION IS 
A CHALLENGE

6.1	 A broader, more robust climate strategy
The work of organising global agreements for emission cuts is complicated. Historically, 
countries have had different degrees of responsibility for greenhouse gas emissions, they 
are affected differently by climate changes, have different financial ability to implement cli-
mate measures and climate adaptations, have different costs associated with emission cuts, 
and have different governments and institutions.

If we are to succeed in our goal of limiting global warming to 2°C, all countries will eventually 
have to get on board with comprehensive climate measures. In the UN system, the term “com-
mon, but differentiated responsibilities” is used. This means that all countries have to be on 
board, but that the distribution of duties may be different, especially during the first decades.

We need a strategy that spurs more action now and in the future. This chapter offers sugges-
tions for such a strategy. We can probably learn from what has happened until now: Much 
implemented climate policy has been based on local and national initiatives, and shaped 
by location conditions. Maybe it is wise for global climate policy to be adapted to the differ-
ences between countries, and even to exploit these differences in order to achieve more. An 
example can illustrate this last point: Saudi Arabia is no fan of global climate agreements 
that could bring down oil prices, but it is still planning to build 25 GW of concentrated solar 
power (and 16 GW PV) by 2032. A focus on concentrated solar power could provide an im-
portant contribution to further developing this technology. For Saudi Arabia, this may be 
viewed as a long-term effort to exploit a national resource (vacant desert land with a surplus 
of sun), and a contribution to diversification of the country’s economy and energy supply.       

6.1.1	 COUNTRIES THAT LEAD THE WAY MAKE OTHER COUNTRIES DO MORE  
- GRADUALLY

Ambitious climate efforts in a country or a group of countries may contribute to other coun-
tries doing more. This can take place in several ways:

•	 Research, development and construction of new solutions provide learning effects and 
economies of scale that make emission reductions cheaper in the long run.

•	 Countries investing in early efforts develop knowledge of suitable organisational models, 
measures, market design, etc. This knowledge lowers the cost of climate policy for the co-
untries that follow, since they can then design an effective policy more easily. It may also 
be easier to gain social acceptance for reforms that promote efficient use of resources (cf. 
removal of subsidies for fossil energy and introduction of congestion charges) after other 
countries have paved the way.
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·	 Countries that make a greater effort may also inspire other countries to increase their ef-
forts. There are many indications that policy is somewhat contagious. A country’s policy 
is obviously affected by its financial interests, but it can also be affected by other motives 
and a sense of global responsibility. Much of the actual climate policy we observe would 
be hard to explain based solely on financial self-interest. Many actions will be motivated 
by a moral responsibility for the future. At the same time, it is probably easier to appeal 
to a sense of moral responsibility when several other countries are also doing something. 
Many countries who are implementing voluntary climate measures might not bother if 
they were the only country doing anything.

The fact that increased efforts in one country encourage other countries to do more is a good ar-
gument for increasing our efforts. If, for instance, increased efforts by our country now – via 
the mechanisms above – resulted in an equal increase in emission cuts in other countries, 
our efforts would have twice the effect on the climate.  

Denmark was a pioneer in the development of wind power. The emission reductions that oc-
cur because Denmark accelerated the global development of the wind industry by several years 
could – over time – be many times greater than Denmark’s total greenhouse gas emissions.  

As we saw in Chapter 5.6, people and institutions learn slowly, even when it would clearly 
be in their own interest to change their behaviour, and for various reasons, some will learn 
more slowly than others will. When some countries or states are early in developing good 
institutional solutions and cheaper technology for emission cuts, it becomes easier for more 
hesitant parties to make quick emission cuts when they understand the need for change.

Emissions outside the OECD are growing quickly because of high economic growth. China 
now has higher emissions per capita than the EU. The EU’s emissions of greenhouse gases 
represent less than 10% of global emissions. Based on this, it has been pointed out that even 
if the EU were to cut emissions to zero, global emissions could continue to grow. Techni-
cally, this statement is true, but you could say the same of China, the US, India or any other 
country. In order to reach the goal, every country has to be part of the change – even if it 
happens at different paces.

Emission reductions in the EU are obviously important. But perhaps the EU’s most impor-
tant contribution is to be a role model in climate policy. The EU as a whole can contribute 
globally by developing good models for cooperation and market integration within energy, 
and in a number of other areas. And the EU can contribute by developing and improving 
climate technologies that other countries can use later.

Denmark was important for the development of wind power. As pioneers and role models, 
even small countries can be important. Germany and some other countries have had a very 
important role in bringing down the cost of solar panels. Now these technologies are ex-
panding globally. Still, it is of course desirable to establish international cooperation to ex-
pedite the development of knowledge and bring costs down faster.
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6.1.2 A STRATEGY THAT FOCUSES ON BOTH TECHNOLOGY DEVELOPMENT AND 
EMISSION CUTS IS MORE ROBUST 
 
In order for our climate policy to succeed, it is necessary to work both for binding 
agreements regarding emission cuts, and for ambitious international cooperation to 
develop technology and other relevant knowledge. In the debate regarding international 
agreements, much attention has been given to emission reductions, but probably not 
enough attention has been given to the need for a radical increase in work to develop the 
necessary technology and knowledge.

Perhaps some – both economists and others – have thought that if we establish binding 
agreements that effectively limit emissions and give high carbon prices, this will ensure the 
necessary technology development. Such a strategy poses two challenges:

·	 It is difficult to achieve an ambitious, binding agreement regarding emission cuts, especi-
ally if the necessary technology for cutting emissions does not exist, or if it is very expen-
sive.

·	 Carbon pricing is not the most effective catalyst for technology development. A binding 
international agreement regarding emission cuts, and a common carbon price, will not 
give an optimal level of technology development (and other knowledge). (See Chapters 3 
and 5.)

A strategy that promotes ambitious cooperation on technology and knowledge, as well as 
binding emission cuts, will be more robust than an agreement that only emphasises emis-
sion cuts. Jeffrey Sachs, a professor of sustainable development, noted columnist and spe-
cial advisor to the UN Secretary-General, has spoken in favour of much greater emphasis on 
development of new technological solutions:

	 “The world needs a concerted push to adopt to low-carbon electricity, not another “us-ver-
sus-them” negotiation. All countries need new, low-carbon technologies, many of which are 
still out of commercial reach. Climate negotiators should therefore be focusing on how to 
cooperate to ensure that technology breakthroughs are achieved and benefit all countries.

	 They should take their cue from other cases in which government, scientists, and industry 
teamed up to produce major changes. For example, in carrying out the Manhattan Project 
(to produce the atomic bomb during World War II) and the first moon landing, the US go-
vernment set a remarkable technological goal, established a bold timetable, and committed 
the financial resources needed to get the job done. In both cases, the scientists and engineers 
delivered on time.

	 The example of atomic bombs might seem an unpleasant one, yet it raises an important qu-
estion: If we ask governments and scientists to cooperate on war technology, shouldn’t we do 
at least the same to save the planet from carbon pollution?

	 In fact, the process of ‘directed technological change,’ in which bold objectives are set, milesto-
nes are identified, and timelines are put into place, is much more common than many realize. 
The information-technology revolution that has brought us computers, smart phones, GPS, 
and much more, was built on a series of industry and government roadmaps.” (Sachs, 2014)

http://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/jeffrey-d-sachs-says-that-the-fight-against-global-warming-is-mainly-a-technological-problem
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It is often highlighted, and rightly so, that climate goals could be reached using current-
ly available technology. It is for instance possible to create a power system without carbon 
emissions using today’s technology, but in many countries, the costs of doing this would be 
very high. In many other areas, too, the alternative to ambitious technology development 
would be expensive solutions and/or significantly changed consumption patterns. Lifestyle 
changes are possible, and in some areas, it is likely that such changes will be necessary, but it 
will be easier to involve more countries in ambitious climate policy if the costs and require-
ments for change are lower.

The temptation to deny the climate problem or use other arguments to shirk responsibility 
is lessened when the cost of change goes down. A sufficient fall in cost would make a number 
of climate measures commercially viable in many countries, even without a climate policy. 
Further cost reductions for solar panels would for instance make them profitable to a great-
er degree and in more areas.

6.1.3 ALLIANCES OF COUNTRIES WITH POWER TO ACT AND THEIR OWN NEEDS FOR 

NEW SOLUTIONS

Coordinated efforts to develop new solutions may be crucial to climate policy success. But 
how can we make these efforts happen? Won’t we face the same problem of freeloaders in 
this area?

In most countries, energy and climate policies have been designed with many different aims 
in mind. Among these aims, we find a desire to strengthen national industry and employ-
ment, reduce imports of fossil energy, increase security of supply and reduce local pollution.  

In order to strengthen security of supply, many countries want to limit their dependence on 
oil and gas imports by developing national energy resources. In the EU, the crisis in Ukraine 
and increasing Russian patriotism have become an argument for increased energy efficien-
cy and further development of renewable energy. This will reduce imports (the EU imports 
fossil energy for €400 billion annually) and provide more jobs within the EU. Some coun-
tries may also want to be among the first to develop future-oriented industry which could 
become highly profitable as more countries start to reduce emissions. In some countries, 
the desire to develop alternatives to nuclear power is also an important motive for develop-
ing new solutions.

In many areas, especially in cities in emerging economies, air pollution from coal power 
plants and traffic is a serious threat to life, health and well-being. This issue is an important 
driver in changing the energy system in China and a number of other countries. When cities 
grow, air pollution becomes a bigger issue because more activity means more emissions in 
the same area, and because the emissions affect more people. In addition to the fact that 
the problem is increasing, economic growth will create a stronger preference to prioritise 
measures against air pollution. All this motivates intensified action against air pollution in 
such areas in the future.

47  An example: Since the 1970s, little Denmark has served as an important pioneer in developing wind power and bring-
ing it to its current technological level. Their focus on wind power was motivated not least by a desire to limit their 
dependency on imports of fossil energy. In the 1970s, Denmark had power plants based on imported oil. The price 
shock during the oil crises and their experience that fossil energy supply actually can fail, probably served as an 
important mental backdrop for Danish energy policy. As time went on, it also became a goal to stimulate the Danish 
wind industry and the export opportunities thereof. In addition, there is an honest enthusiasm for limiting global 
warming.
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Because various national goals affect policy design, it comes as no surprise that a number of 
measures do not appear to be cost-effective viewed from a climate perspective alone. But it 
is economically efficient to take all externalities into account, and it is legitimate and ration-
al for a country to secure its energy supply against outages during crises.

To a large degree, policy based on complex motives has given us the solutions that have been 
developed so far.47 Various national interests may act as additional motives, and encourage 
countries to bring about change and technology development they might not have invested 
in if they were only interested in global warming. In many cases, several countries will have 
shared interests. This can be used to stimulate cooperation to achieve faster, more compre-
hensive acceptance for new solutions. Here are some examples of possible alliances:

·	 Countries that depend on the import of fossil fuels, especially oil and gas, share concerns 
of high import costs and the security of supply.48 These countries therefore clearly all 
share an interest in developing cheap alternatives to fossil energy. The large importers, 
such as the US, the EU, China and Japan have a large share of the world’s industrial and 
research capacity, and therefore have good opportunities to develop alternative energy 
sources.

·	 Countries with serious pollution issues in related to traffic all have a need for transport 
solutions that do not emit harmful exhaust gases. Electrification of the transport sector 
may then be an important measure, especially when combined with measures to reduce 
emissions from power generation (coal power). These countries will have a common in-
terest in developing better batteries and hydrogen solutions. They may also have shared 
interests in a number of other areas linked to development of infrastructure, e.g. wire-
less charging of batteries of electric buses at bus stops.

·	 Countries with cold climates and significant needs to heat up buildings have a shared 
interest in the development of cheaper, more effective measures for increased energy ef-
ficiency in buildings, more efficient and cheaper heat pumps, systems for exploiting solar 
heat where this is suitable, etc.  

·	 Countries with hot climates and high prosperity have a shared interest in developing 
more energy-efficient air-conditioning systems and other solutions that reduce energy 
use and the cost of cooling.

·	 Countries with large resources of coal or gas may have a shared interest in developing 
CCS technology.

In some areas, interests may overlap. Measures to electrify the transport sector will replace 
oil with electrical power generation. This will then reduce the need to import oil. If the in-
creased need for power is covered by nuclear power, renewable power or gas power, local 
environmental problems will be further reduced.

When some types of technology development offer clear national benefits to a country in 
addition to limiting global warming, the country in question will be willing to increase its 
efforts. Countries with particular needs and interests will therefore have an important role 
in the development of new solutions.  

48  The EU, the US, China, Japan, India and South Korea all import large amounts of oil. In the US, increasing unconven-
tional oil production is likely to gradually reduce net imports.
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Germany’s decision to phase out nuclear power illustrates how the political climate in a 
country may also be a significant driver. Even though putting an end to nuclear power could 
result in higher emissions of CO2 in Europe for a few years, it is still possible that the deci-
sion will contribute to lower global CO2 emissions in the long run: Germany has set itself the 
challenging task of bringing CO2 emissions down at the same time as eliminating nuclear 
power. This requires even more focus on renewable energy and improved energy efficiency. 
Germany has invested much prestige – politically and in other ways – in making this change 
a success. German energy restructuring has resulted in and will continue to result in signif-
icant learning effects, for technology and society alike. This learning will be important for 
other countries that follow. 

Countries that may benefit from developing a new technology may be willing to put more 
on the line if a binding cooperation agreement has been established first. This is because the 
group as a whole will stand to gain more from the developments than one country alone. 
The free rider problem is reduced when the countries that stand to gain the most, cooperate.

Compared with climate negotiations that involve all countries, it may be simpler to arrive 
at an ambitious, achievable agreement with a smaller group of countries that have a clear 
shared interest in developing concrete solutions. Partners can vary depending on where ex-
pertise, opportunities and self-interest are greatest.

In many areas, wide-ranging international cooperation within R&D is already in place, pre-
cisely because countries recognise that they have shared interests and can achieve more 
through cooperation. My point is that efforts should be stepped up dramatically. In order 
to realise this, the significance of technology development and societal learning must be 
understood, both for solving the climate challenge and for achieving other advantages. To 
maximise benefits, efforts must comprise research and measures throughout the value 
chain, and should also include societal learning.

Different countries can be motivated to increase their efforts by combining their willingness to 
deal with the climate problem with their self-interest. To a large degree, it is a combination of 
such motives that has brought about the solutions that have been developed until now. But this 
needs to be systematised, more alliances need to be formed and efforts need to be intensified. 
Several factors are more favourable now, compared with 10 to 20 years ago: There are many 
more countries that have the research and industrial capacity to bring forth new solutions, and 
there is greater recognition of the seriousness of the climate problem.

6.2	 Carbon leakage, cost-effectiveness and 
technology development
When a group of countries implements climate policy instruments such as a carbon price, 
this may contribute to increased emissions in other countries. This is referred to as carbon 
leakage. The possibility of carbon leakage has an impact on what is the most efficient design 
of climate policy instruments. In this area, too, concerns for technology development and 
other learning may play an important role.  
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6.2.1 THE CHALLENGES OF CARBON LEAKAGE IN INDUSTRY

This problem is first and foremost relevant to energy and emissions intensive industry com-
peting in the world market. If a group of countries introduces a high general carbon price, it 
will weaken the international competitiveness of energy and emission intensive industry 
in the cooperating countries. This is because the energy price is driven up by the carbon 
price and because the industry has to pay for its own emissions. Over time, this industry 
may move to countries without a carbon price. In the worst case, the increase in emissions 
in other countries could be higher than the original cut in emissions. This may happen if the 
factories that are shut down have relatively low emissions and they are replaced by factories 
with higher emissions per produced unit. (Often, countries that introduce stricter climate 
regulations already have a history of environmental requirements and therefore a cleaner 
industry than countries with less stringent regulations.)

6.2.2 WHEN THE GOAL IS GLOBAL EMISSION REDUCTIONS, CARBON  
LEAKAGE MUST BE TAKEN INTO ACCOUNT

Let us begin with a calculation based on a simple set of assumptions: We will use carbon 
pricing as a policy instrument and ask how the carbon price should be adjusted for an indus-
try that is vulnerable to carbon leakage. Assume that one tonne of reduced emissions in the 
countries affected by the carbon price will lead to a 0.6 tonne increase in other countries. 
Each tonne cut because of the carbon price will then result in a global net reduction of 0.4 
tonnes. What, then, is a cost-effective carbon price for this industry? 

If we are only interested in the emission reduction within the regulated area, carbon leak-
age does not matter, and an equal carbon price would be cost-effective. But is there a good 
reason to have such a goal and ignore global emission effects, when it is global emissions 
that really impact the climate? 

If the goal is global emission reductions, the answer is that it will be cost-effective (based 
on our current, somewhat simplified assumptions) to give the industry in question a carbon 
price which is 40% of the carbon price we use for measures that do not result in carbon leak-
age. Then, a one tonne reduction in global emissions within the industry in question will be 
valued as highly as a one tonne reduction in emissions elsewhere in the group of countries 
that have carbon prices, and an efficient market will implement the cheapest measures.

6.2.3 WE CAN ACHIEVE MORE WITH SMARTER POLICY INSTRUMENTS

The example above is too simple. It does not take into account learning effects that can be 
spurred by measures other than carbon pricing, nor does it take into account the effect the 
measures may have on other countries’ willingness to take on climate commitments.

For an energy and emissions intensive industry that manufactures products necessary for a 
sustainable world economy, e.g. aluminium and silicon, the key goal is to develop production 
technologies that reduce emissions per manufactured unit and which increase energy efficien-
cy. We can encourage this through a suitable design of measures.

Development and testing of new technology in an industry is often linked to new invest-
ments or large re-investments. The industry will not invest if it does not believe that the 
long-term framework conditions are acceptable. Threats of high carbon prices in cooperat-
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ing countries (e.g. the EU) and an absence of other incentives, could, at worst, weaken the 
rate of innovation in the industry.

When there is a risk of carbon leakage, we should choose a set of measures that spur emis-
sion cuts and technology developments without increasing the total cost level for the indus-
try. The key is to use both a carrot and a whip. Here are some examples of possible measures:

·	 Favourable financial framework conditions could be combined with binding agreements 
of long-term reductions in emissions and improved energy efficiency. This could for in-
stance take place in close interaction with research institutions and be linked to goals of 
specific improvements in technology and practice. Loans and funding for development 
and testing could be part of the measures.

·	 Mechanisms could be created that reward those companies in the industry that are bet-
ter than average (in the countries cooperating on climate policy) and punish those that 
perform below average. Thus, a general incentive for improvement is provided without 
increasing the total cost level of for the industry. In a system with emission quotas, free 
quotas could be issued, perhaps combined with other measures.

·	 If a climate policy combines carbon pricing, support for increasing energy efficiency and 
development of renewable energy, the result will be a lower price level for power than if 
only carbon pricing is used to reach the same emission target. (The EU 2020 goal works 
this way.) A lower price level reduces the risk of carbon leakage, but this price level will 
also apply to consumption that is not vulnerable to carbon leakage. It may be more effe-
ctive to have a higher carbon price that gives clear price signals in the power market, and 
develop special policy instruments that shield vulnerable industry from the cost effects 
of the climate policy.

Other countries’ willingness to take on climate commitments can be influenced in two ways

·	 If a group of cooperating countries use high carbon prices for all emissions, this will 
ultimately increase the costs of their energy- and emission intensive industry. Some of 
the increased costs may be transferred to the world market price of the commodities. 
This makes it (slightly) more profitable for other countries who manufacture the same 
commodities to stay out of the climate cooperation. This effect is perhaps not a major 
one, but in any case it should be avoided. This can be achieved by using policy instru-
ments like those I have described above.49

·	 Technology policies that make it cheaper to reduce emissions in the industry reduce the 
cost of joining ambitious climate agreements. In those gratifying cases where new so-
lutions with lower emissions are cheaper than the old, polluting ones, the improvements 
may also spread to countries that are not part of a climate agreement.  

 49 	 Some have also suggested using import taxes for goods that have not been made according to environmental and 
climate requirements similar to those of a group of cooperating countries. As the name import tax implies, this is 
primarily applicable to emissions intensive products that the cooperating countries are the net importer of.
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6.2.4 WE MUST TAKE THE DANGER OF CARBON LEAKAGE SERIOUSLY

Carbon leakage in the industry is primarily a problem associated with energy and emissions 
intensive industries. Still, it is important. Climate policy is more cost-effective and more 
powerful when we take into account the danger of carbon leakage.  

Above, I have suggested some possible ways of dealing with the challenges of carbon leak-
age. These measures are already in use to some degree. Through research and testing, it will 
be possible to improve our understanding of what will lead to the best result. We need learn-
ing processes in this area too.   
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7.	 CONCLUSIONS 

7.1 Climate policy is a restructuring project and a 
global learning process
Greenhouse gas emissions must be cut to almost zero (or perhaps become negative) by the 
end of this century. Climate policy must be viewed in light of the long-term goals and the 
need for developing new technology, new organisational models and a new understanding 
in the public mind.

Some important climate technologies have made great advances, but in order to succeed, 
many new solutions need to be developed. This requires radical acceleration of technology 
development and societal learning. 

We must create an energy system that is both emission-free and robust. In order to gain 
broad public support for restructuring, costs should also be moderate.

It is wrong to view climate policy as a series of stand-alone measures in a static world. Cli-
mate policy must be viewed as a restructuring project involving a global learning process. 
From one day to the next, society may seem not to change at all. But looking back a few 
decades, we realise that technology, organisation and attitudes have changed considerably.

7.2 Two important challenges (market 
imperfections)
1.	 Those who emit greenhouse gases do not (usually) pay for the damage they inflict on ot-

hers. 

2.	 Those who develop new climate solutions only receive a limited share of the benefit their 
solutions offer the world at large. To a great extent, knowledge benefits everyone.

(In addition to these two general market imperfections, there are several others in connec-
tion with the way different markets work.) 

The solution to the first market imperfection (1.) is to subject consumers, companies and 
states to a sufficiently high emission charge or an emission limit, so that they actively reduce 
their emissions.

The second market imperfection (2.) means there is not enough development of new tech-
nology and other knowledge that could contribute to emission reductions. The climate 
problem is global and will last a very long time. Its enduring nature gives us time to develop 
new knowledge. The severity and global nature of the problem makes development of better 
knowledge highly beneficial to the global society.
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Countries and groups of countries can stimulate technology development and other learn-
ing through comprehensive research programmes and by initiating expansions that will 
spur innovation and economies of scale. 

Through a gradual increase in production, many products see a large drop in costs, but many 
years’ development is often required before the products become competitive with estab-
lished solutions. Even so, such knowledge development can be highly profitable in a global 
context because the solutions can be used so widely and be significant for many decades.  

It is important that we now start to develop solutions that we will need to a great extent after 
2030.   

Since countries that finance the development of knowledge only reap a limited share of the 
rewards, not all problems will be solved by the governments in each country tackling the 
challenge. Two factors can help bring efforts up to desirable levels: 

1.	 If groups of countries with industrial and research capacity invest together as a team, it 
may be easier to mobilise the necessary resources. As a group, the cooperating countries 
will reap a much greater share of the benefit than one country alone would be able to. 

2.	 In many cases, it is in countries’ own interest to develop specific solutions that promote 
climate goals as well as other goals. (For instance reducing local pollution problems.) 
Alliances of motivated countries can be very powerful, even if they only include two to 
four of the most important countries within an area. Not having to include all countries 
might simplify negotiations and cooperation.

Increased efforts for knowledge development make it cheaper to reduce emissions. This will 
in turn lower the threshold for participating in binding climate policy. When some solutions 
become so cheap that they are profitable regardless of climate policy, the stage is set for 
everyone eventually starting to use them. But of course, the best thing would be widespread 
acceptance of ambitious climate policy, so that emission-reducing solutions were adopted 
in all countries even before they are cheaper than the old polluting solutions.

7.3 We learn slowly
Experience shows that we learn slowly, both as individuals and as societies. But we are 
quicker to adopt new ideas when others have shown that they work. As the examples of sub-
sidies for fossil energy and congestion charges show, it can take many years to develop a 
policy that promotes cost-effective solutions. When someone leads the way and puts new 
solutions to the test, others can learn from them later on. It is easier to argue for reforms 
when there are successful examples to refer to. Pioneers lower the costs for those who fol-
low. Success breeds success.

The fact that we are slow to learn also means that we as a society are too slow in taking cli-
mate issues seriously and taking adequate action. This has implications for deciding on the 
best strategy.  

·	 When many countries are slow to act, it is all the more important that others initiate 
time-critical processes by developing new technologies and other tools for emission re-
ductions. As more countries become ready to act, the tools are available.
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·	 As the climate challenge gradually sinks deeper into people’s consciousness, it may be-
come easier to gain acceptance for high carbon prices and other measures that stimulate 
changes in behaviour.

7.4 The energy sector must be restructured 
based on a long-term perspective 
Reductions in emissions and energy use are often linked to upgrading of physical capital. 
When we construct new buildings, power plants or transport solutions, or refurbish them, 
we must choose solutions that are compatible with reducing emissions to close to zero in 
the long-term. Investments that commit us to high emissions for many years will increase 
the cost of future emission reductions since it is expensive to replace infrastructure before 
the end of its planned lifetime.

While solar power and wind power continue to improve, there is a need for other types of 
emission-free power generation to ensure supply when there is little wind and the sun has 
gone down. There is a also a need for increased flexibility in power consumption and gener-
ation, better solutions for storage of power and energy, a stronger grid and efficient market 
solutions to enable resources to be utilised efficiently across countries and sectors. All these 
things require long-term planning, coordination and development of new knowledge, in-
cluding acceptance of the new solutions in the public mind.  

Comprehensive electrification in the heating and transport sector is important, both to pro-
mote a robust energy supply and to bring down the emissions of all energy use: At the same 
time as emissions in the power sector are being reduced by development of emission-free 
(renewable) power generation, electricity must increasingly replace fossil energy in the 
heating and power sector. The heating and power sector can buy large amounts of power 
when there is a surplus, and to some extent feed power back into the grid when power is 
scarce. In this way, electrification of these sectors will contribute to stabilising the power 
system and reducing emissions.

In order to reach the emission reduction targets in a cost-effective manner and on time, elec-
trification of the heating and transport sector must take place in parallel with emission re-
ductions in the power sector. Increased energy efficiency, bioenergy, emission-free power and 
hydrogen from power are the tools needed to eliminate emissions from the whole energy sector.

Even though it seems clear which direction the energy system will develop in, there is great 
uncertainty regarding which technologies will be most successful, and what will be most 
profitable in the long run. It is important to plan long-term investments in light of this un-
certainty, but high uncertainty could also lead to investors being too cautious. We will not 
reach the goal if we all wait for everyone else. It is important that authorities give clear di-
rections so that we can avoid unnecessary waiting.
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7.5 Carbon pricing is important, but must be 
supplemented with other measures
Carbon pricing gives incentives to reduce emissions from production throughout the value 
chain, as well as by changing consumption patterns so that products associated with high 
emissions can be replaced by products linked to lower emissions. Carbon pricing may also 
to some degree stimulate innovation. But carbon pricing has several limitations that mean 
we need additional measures in order to make powerful, cost-effective climate policy a re-
ality.

·	 Carbon pricing does not create enough knowledge development because knowledge is to a 
large degree a public good. Carbon pricing is a general instrument and is unable to dis-
tinguish between mature technologies without much learning potential and technolo-
gies with great potential for learning and cost reductions. This weakness is general and 
therefore also applies to an ideal world with a global carbon price, perfect markets and 
rational authorities.  

	 When the goal is to develop specific technologies, such as offshore wind power, carbon 
pricing is imprecise and unsuitable. Direct funding for the technologies we want to see 
developed may provide sufficient profitability to allow development to begin. At the same 
time, funding can be lowered for new facilities as costs fall. Auctions are also an option. 
Such measures provide greater security for investors and greater flexibility for authoriti-
es.  

·	 High hurdle rates in the industry pose challenges. There is reason to use a relatively low 
required rate of return when considering climate measures, maybe in the range of 2-3%. 
Business and industry operate on much higher required rates of return and for this re-
ason, will respond little to carbon prices in the distant future. We need measures that 
compensate for this, e.g. funding for the development of renewable energy.

·	 Regulatory uncertainty with regard to future carbon prices (or other policy instruments) 
weakens the industry’s willingness to undertake long-term investments. A high level of 
trust is crucial if carbon prices are to function as an instrument for long-term change. 
The dramatic drop in the quota price in the EU (EU ETS) in the last years illustrates the 
uncertainty that a quota market sometimes brings with it. A system of minimum prices 
for quotas offers less uncertainty. Reduced uncertainty provides more stable change and 
restructuring. This lowers costs.  

·	 When only some countries use carbon pricing, energy and emissions intensive industry 
in these countries could be shut down and replaced by comparable (and possibly more 
polluting) industry in countries without similar climate policy. When an industry makes 
products that we need in a world wanting to reach the two-degree target, our most im-
portant goal should be to encourage the industry to develop new solutions with significa-
ntly lower emissions and energy use. This can be achieved by employing a set of measures 
that support innovation and reward emission cuts without weakening the international 
competitiveness of the industry.

·	 Several factors could contribute to the carbon price becoming lower than is desirable. Such 
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factors could for instance be the danger of carbon leakage, concern regarding the effe-
cts on income distribution or tax conservatism. When the carbon price cannot be lifted as 
much as we would like, other measures should be brought in as a supplement to achieve the 
best possible result. Examples of other measures are funding for emission-free energy, 
extra measures to promote increased energy efficiency or direct regulations, e.g. to pro-
hibit new coal power plants or require permanent shutdown of existing ones. When car-
bon pricing is limited by transient factors such as tax conservatism, efforts can be spent 
on strengthening supplementary measures in the short-term as well as on increasing 
carbon prices over time.  

7.6 Six points for efficient, necessary innovation
(1) Markets have a limited ability to lift long-term technology development. Mariana Mazzuca-
to has demonstrated the great significance of long-term, ambitious, governmental-financed 
research for the development of technologies within ICT and medicine. When developing 
radically new solutions, there is often a need for a lot of public funding because the indus-
try’s perspective is too short-term, and it requires too high returns. The industry can play an 
important, creative role in developing new products and solutions, but this often takes place 
in a context where results can be obtained quickly, e.g. because the governments have creat-
ed demand for new solutions. Long-term public financing of research programmes does not 
preclude constructive interaction with affected industries throughout the process.

(2) It is important to start production and implementation of new technological solutions even 
if they are expensive to start with. Production and use provide practical experience, throw up 
new challenges and inspire further research. When production grows, innovation is encour-
aged throughout the value chain and benefits from economies of scale start to emerge. The 
fact that the cost of solar panels has fallen by 99% in 35 years and may continue to drop, is 
due to improvements in solar cell technology itself, as well as improvements in each part of 
the value chain, including streamlining of production and installation. This progress would 
hardly have been achieved unless some countries, especially Germany, had led the way and 
developed the solar panel market.

(3) We must promote broad societal learning in connection with general climate policy and 
the use of policy instruments. Both market design, the design of policy instruments and in-
stitutions involves a learning process with interaction between theory and practice. 

(4) No country will accept lower security of supply where power and energy are concerned. 
Therefore, a set of solutions must be developed to ensure the energy and power system can 
be both emission-free and robust. This will require a comprehensive, long-term perspective 
on developing the system.

(5) It is important to consider what kind of development strategies could lead to the lowest 
total cost. An important issue is finding an optimal balance between pure research efforts 
and deployment with associated innovation. Another challenge is that of starting develop-
ment first in areas where the need for funding is smallest. This must be weighed against lost 
time if the areas with the most favourable conditions are too slow to act. It would have been 
cheaper to start development of solar panels in a country that gets more sun than Germany, 
but waiting a long time for this to happen would have meant a loss.
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(6) Learning and development take time. In a number of areas, it is important to start the 
development of new solutions quickly so that savings can be made later. It is also important 
to allow time to gain experience and improve solutions before too much deployment takes 
place. These points indicate that it is important to make an early start on developing the 
solutions that we will need years or decades from now. In particular if the climate challenge 
proves even more serious than is currently thought, having started early on developing the 
necessary tools to bring down emissions will prove very valuable.  

We are not used to thinking as long-term as is necessary to meet the climate challenges, either 
as individuals or a society. Now we have to learn.
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APPENDIX 1:  
MORE ON CARBON PRICING
The effect of equal carbon prices is illustrated in Figure A1.1. Here, we examine the cost of 
emission reductions in two sectors. Each column shows the cost of a single measure within 
the sector in question. We assume that each measure will result in the same reduction in 
emissions. The measures are shown from lowest cost (left) to highest cost (right). 

Figure A1.1 Cost of emission-reducing measures in two sectors, and the emission reduction 
with a carbon price equal to 25. The Y axis shows emission costs (carbon prices) and the cost 
of measures

If an emission-reducing measure costs less than the carbon price, it will be profitable for the 
company or consumer to implement the measure. The figure shows the extent of reductions 
each sector will implement if the carbon price is 25. A higher carbon price will make both 
sectors reduce their emissions further. If the carbon price rises above 27, all possible emis-
sion cuts in Sector 1 will be made. If, however, the carbon price stays below 20, no emission 
cuts will take place in this sector. 

If the most expensive measure to be implemented (the marginal measure) in one sector 
costs more than a possible measure in the other sector, there is money to be saved by swap-
ping expensive measures for cheaper measures. If the carbon price was for example 40 in Sec-
tor 1 and 22 in Sector 2, the total emission reduction in the two sectors would be the same 
as if the carbon price was 25, but in this case costs would be 17% higher in our example. The 
marginal measure in Sector 1 costs 40 in this example, while the marginal measure in Sec-
tor 2 only costs 22. Increasing measures in Sector 2 and reducing them correspondingly in 
Sector 1, will result in a saving of 18 for the first measure swap (40 – 22). Thereafter, transfer 
of emission cuts from Sector 1 to Sector 2 will gradually result in fewer savings, until there 
are no more savings to be made, as the most expensive implemented measure in each Sector 
has the same cost.  
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The reasoning above may be applied to any two sectors. This means there is a cost-effective 
emission reduction when the marginal cost of emission reductions is the same in all sectors and 
in all countries. 

In reality it may not be possible to implement all cheap climate measures, for instance be-
cause some countries refuse to participate in climate agreements. Even so, we must aim to 
contribute to cost-effective implementation of climate measures as far as possible. The best 
combination of measures will be characterised by its feasibility and an ability to minimise 
the costs of a long-term reduction goal.

When searching out the most cost-effective combination of measures, it is important to 
include all relevant external effects, not just climate effects. Other relevant effects may be 
local and regional environmental problems (negative external effects) and the cost of im-
mature technologies falling as a result of more widespread use (positive external effects). 
It must also be taken into account that when not all countries cooperate on climate poli-
cy, carbon pricing may force emissions intensive industry competing in the world market 
to move to countries without carbon pricing. This type of carbon leakage would mean that 
equal carbon prices do not result in a cost-effective reduction of global emissions. (Read 
more about this in Chapter 6.2.)
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APPENDIX 2:  
MANY POSSIBLE SOLUTIONS
In this appendix, I will outline solutions that may contribute to more even emission-free 
power generation and solutions that may offer more flexibility. Coupled with a stronger grid 
connecting regions and countries, these solutions can create a robust, emission-free power 
and energy system. This appendix especially expands on Chapter 4.2.

The goal of this appendix is to shed light on

•	 The range of possible solutions that can be developed 

•	 The uncertainty regarding which solutions will ultimately be the most profitable 

•	 The need for R&D and support for extensive deployment of new solutions

A2.1 Challenges of variable renewable power 

A2.1.1 FOSSIL POWER CURRENTLY ENSURES A BALANCE 

In nearly all power systems, coal and gas power ensures the balance between consumption 
and generation. Almost all emission-free power sources are less flexible than fossil power, 
and wind and solar power, as we know, vary significantly over time. 

Most of the costs of solar and wind power are related to upfront investment, while actu-
al power generation is close to cost-free. Such facilities will therefore usually generate as 
much power as the weather and installed capacity allow.  

The fixed costs of nuclear power are also high, while generation costs are low. It is therefore 
economic that such facilities run most of the time. Coal power plants with CCS will also 
have high fixed costs. For such power plants to have a chance at becoming profitable, they 
must generate power and make money most of the time. 

Within emission-free power, solar power and wind power are expanding the fastest in Eu-
rope and many other places in the world. As we saw in Chapter 4.1, the costs of these tech-
nologies have fallen significantly, and they are likely to fall still further. It is therefore log-
ical to focus on the challenges related to a fast development of solar and wind power. The 
discussion below is based on this, but it will also be relevant to countries focusing more on 
nuclear power.
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A2.1.2 SIGNIFICANT VARIATION IN THE TOTAL GENERATION FROM  
SOLAR AND WIND POWER

Figure 4.3 shows how total power generation from wind and solar power for most of the EU/
EEA area may vary over time in a possible future scenario.50 

Figure A2.1 Variation in total generation from wind and solar power (y-axis) in the simu-
lated area per hour, week and month, compared with average generation (100%). 		   
Source: Statnett and Kjeller Vindteknikk

The figure shows that it is not only the sum of solar and wind power per hour that varies. 
Total power generation per week and per month also vary considerably. In the simulation, 
annual power generation varied by +/- 14% compared with the average.

We can see from Figure A2.1 that there are hours where total solar and wind power genera-
tion throughout the area is almost zero. This will typically be periods of low wind during the 
night. There may also be periods of minimal contributions from both solar and wind power 
during the daytime in winter, while power consumption in Europe is high. There will also be 
weeks and months where power generation is below half what it usually is. 

If the simulation were to include Spain, Portugal and the Balkans, possibly even countries 
further east or in North Africa, production patterns for wind and solar power would be 
somewhat more even, but there would still be periods when solar and wind power had rela-
tively low performance. 

Building a stronger transfer grid in Europe will make it possible to even out some of the local 
variation in solar and wind power. A stronger grid also enables better utilisation of local re-
newable resources: Some areas are more suitable for solar power, and it will therefore make 
sense to build larger amounts of solar power in these places. Other areas have especially 

50  The figures are based on a weather conditions 1950-2012. The following countries were included: Poland, Germa-
ny, Austria, Switzerland, Czechoslovakia, Italy, France, Belgium, The Netherlands, the United Kingdom, Norway, 
Sweden, Denmark, Finland, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. The simulation looks at total power generation from PV 
and wind power in 2030, in all 443 GW installed capacity. The portfolio includes 42 GW of old wind power, 142 GW 
of new wind power, 62 GW of offshore wind power and 197 GW of PV. New wind power generates more evenly than 
old wind power, and offshore wind generates even more evenly, because wind conditions offshore are more stable. 
Source: Statnett and Kjeller Vindteknikk.
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favourable conditions for wind power that could be developed extensively given access to 
the market. The benefit of connecting different geographical areas obviously also applies to 
other types of variable renewable power generation such as hydropower, wave power, etc. In 
the Nordic power system annual inflow to the hydro power system may vary by more than 
+/- 25%. In years with large power surpluses, exporting power is a good way of utilising it, 
while import ensures supply in years of low precipitation and a local power deficit. The ben-
efit of developing transfer capacity must of course be compared against the costs.

The fact that total wind and solar power generation varies significantly across weeks and 
months, means that there is a need for many different solutions in order to balance consump-
tion and generation. While a local battery or moving consumption to other times can help sig-
nificantly in dealing with short-term variations, other measures are necessary in order to meet 
larger, longer term fluctuations in the power supply.

A2.1.3 ILLUSTRATION: THE SIGNIFICANCE OF INCREASED TRADE AND A VARIED 
PORTFOLIO 

Figure A2.2 shows an imagined duration curve for consumption minus variable renewable 
power generation, with different levels of penetration of renewable energy. In the first in-
stance, there is little development of renewable power. The solid blue line shows consump-
tion minus this renewable power generation. The figure illustrates two different ways of 
developing more renewable power generation. With both alternatives, the same amount of 
emission-free power is developed, to a level where the total emission-free power generation 
is equal to total power consumption.  

Figure A2.2 Duration curves for consumption minus intermittent renewable power generation 
(y-axis)

With the first alternative, illustrated by the dotted line, you build more of what you already 
have, without connecting additional areas/countries. The new renewable power generation 
will then follow the same production pattern as existing renewable generation. In this case, 
the need for fossil capacity to cover consumption peaks will not be significantly reduced, 
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and half the time, there will be a large power surplus going to waste.

With the second alternative, illustrated by the green line, you develop new renewable power 
where the production pattern does not correlate as strongly with the old production, and 
larger areas are connected. It is better if the production pattern of the new power is neg-
atively correlated with the production pattern of the old production and even better if it is 
flexible. This will make the curve for consumption minus emission-free power generation 
flatter, as shown in the figure. 

The flatter green curve has the same amount of renewable power generation as the dotted 
line, but its power generation is better suited to consumption. (Adjusting consumption to 
power generation is also a possibility – see below and Chapter 4.2). Hence, in this case there 
is less need for reserve capacity (e.g. fossil power) and less power will go to waste, which it 
will do if sufficient demand for the power surplus is not found. In the rest of this appendix, 
I will review a number of possible solutions and technologies which can help us to create a 
balance between power generation and consumption in an emission-free power system. I 
have divided the contributions into two main categories: Contributions to more stable emis-
sion-free power generation and New contributions to flexibility. 

A2.2 Contributions to more stable emission-free 
power generation

Offshore wind power offers more stable power generation than onshore wind power, be-
cause wind is more stable at sea. It is also an advantage to bring in wind power from fur-
ther away than what is possible if development is limited to land areas. Currently, however, 
fixed-bottom offshore wind power is significantly more expensive than onshore wind pow-
er. Floating offshore wind power is in very early stages and may provide opportunities for 
power generation in areas that have deeper water and good wind conditions. In this way, 
wind power generation might be possible in a much larger area. It may also be possible 
for floating wind turbines to be built even bigger than turbines fixed to the bottom. In the 
longer term, these might provide cheaper wind power than our current concepts. But such a 
situation is currently a distant dream.  

Wind turbines held high in the air by helium-filled “do-
nuts” 51 (see picture) may in the future deliver cheap-
er and more even power generation, since the wind is 
stronger and more stable higher up. Such solutions and 
solutions involving floating wind turbines are current-
ly at the stage that onshore wind power and solar cells 
were a few decades ago, but still they may become impor-
tant in the longer term.   

Power generation from tidal water is predictable and 

51  	 This picture is taken from http://www.altaerosenergies.com/, which is behind the project and has more informa-
tion.

http://www.altaerosenergies.com
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independent of wind and weather, and power from osmosis (salinity gradients) and ocean 
currents can be completely stable. Currently, such solutions are immature. Power from the 
abovementioned sources may become important in some areas where access to resources is 
good. Wave power may also provide more stable power production than wind power. 

Run-of-river power often provides relatively even generation over the course of 24 hours 
or somewhat longer periods, but may vary over longer time spans based on precipitation 
and season. Hydropower with reservoir can save water when there is a surplus of other pow-
er production and deliver more power when it is needed. (You can read more about this 
under flexible power production and storage below.) 

In countries where there is a lot of sun, concentrated solar power can contribute to more 
stable power generation than solar cells. Such facilities concentrate rays of sun using many 
mirrors and reach a very high temperature at their core. The heat helps to produce power 
by means of steam turbines, somewhat similarly to traditional thermal power plants. Since 
a lot of heat accumulates in the core, the facilities can continue to generate power for a cer-
tain amount of time after the sun has gone down, and they can also be regulated in the short-
term. Spain is leading in this area, with 2200 MW installed, and further growth is expected 
in several countries. Better heat storage facilities are under development, to make this tech-
nology cheaper and more flexible. Saudi Arabia is one of the countries wanting to focus on 
this type of solar power. It plans to build 25 GW of concentrated solar power and 16 GW PV 
by 2032. 

Geothermal power uses high temperature heat from the ground to produce thermal pow-
er. Such power production has been competitive for many years in areas where the earth’s 
crust is thin (so-called hot spots), i.e. where the temperature in the ground rises quickly 
with increasing depth. These power plants can produce evenly, and have some ability to reg-
ulate their power generation.  

The costs of deep drilling have dropped considerably, particularly due to technology devel-
oped for drilling in the petroleum sector. In order to succeed with geothermal power outside 
the so-called hot spots, it is crucial to further reduce the costs of deep drilling and preferably 
also increase the percentage of the heat that can be converted into power. Profitability will 
also improve if more value can be obtained from the remaining waste heat. Globally, there 
is approx. 12 GW installed geothermal power and growth has been 4-5% per year. Since geo-
thermal facilities run relatively evenly, 1 MW of geothermal capacity will provide 6-8 times 
the power generation (MWh) of 1 MW of solar cells and more than twice the power of 1 MW 
of wind power. See Cichon (2014) for a short overview of the status of geothermal power.

In many cases, the waste heat from fossil power generation is used for district heating or 
for industrial purposes. As and when fossil power generation is replaced by emission-free 
alternatives, it may be possible to use geothermal energy to provide both power and heat in 
some places. If the temperature from the ground is not high enough, it may still be possible 
to cover the need for heating, perhaps using heat pumps for support.   

Biofuels in different forms are already being used to generate power. For many types of 
biofuels, the percentage of energy which becomes electricity is relatively low in relation to 
the percentage of waste heat (low electrical efficiency). Such facilities are therefore most 
profitable where a combination of heat and power (CHP) can be delivered. The facilities 

http://www.renewableenergyworld.com/rea/news/article/2014/04/geothermal-market-saw-huge-2013-growth-as-countries-catch-up-with-us-says-gea
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will generally generate power during periods when there is also a need for heating. In many 
countries, the need for heating is greatest at the same time of year as power consumption is 
highest. 

Building larger heat storage facilities (e.g. a large water tank) makes it (partly) possible to 
separate in time the supply of power and the supply of heating. One can generate power 
when power prices are high, and then later on deliver heating without producing power. 
These power plants can also be built so they can generate power even when there is no need 
for heating at all. This presupposes opportunities for getting rid of excess heat (cooling), 
such as traditional thermal power plants have. Such developments may be profitable if pow-
er prices are sufficiently high during some periods. 

During periods when power prices are very low, CHP plants can be shut down and stored 
heat can be used, or electricity can be bought for heating purposes. (Cf. Chapter 4.2.5 which 
discusses interaction between the power and heating sectors.)

Biogas can produce power in a conventional (and flexible) gas power plant with high effi-
ciency, but producing biogas in volumes similar to our current access to gas is unrealistic.

Examples of other renewable technologies being researched: wind power from a type of kite 
in order to harness energy from wind high up, electricity from differences in temperature 
(thermoelectric), harnessing power from river currents (without dams), and new concepts 
for harnessing energy from waves. 

Not all these ideas will be successful, some may become highly significant, and others may 
only become significant in certain areas. Technological advances, cost reductions and public 
acceptance are all necessary in order for new solutions to succeed. Time and efforts are re-
quired. It is important to remember that in the 90s, many believed that wind power on land 
would never have any significance in the European power system. Wind power was thought 
to be too expensive, and there would never be enough to make a difference. Several experts 
also believed that the power system could only handle a very limited amount of wind power. 
But so far, developments in wind power have exceeded expectations. 

Fossil power with Carbon Capture and Storage (CCS) is currently in the pilot stage, but 
may become an important source of stable power generation in some areas. Such facilities 
will likely contribute little to short-term regulation, and due to high fixed costs, they will 
be designed to run most of the time. CCS may also become important for large industrial 
CO2-emissions, so there is reason to hope that efforts to reduce the costs of CCS technology 
are successful. In many countries, however, power plants that use CCS are strongly opposed, 
especially due to fears of CO2 leaks. New coal power has relatively high capital costs and cap-
ture and storage of CO2 makes these power plants even more expensive. It is therefore hard 
to believe that this technology might become very cheap. Gas or coal power that uses CCS 
may however become an important solution in areas of high power consumption that are far 
away from good renewable resources. There may also be other concepts for capture of CO2. 
One alternative could be a process where methane gas (CH4, the main component of natural 
gas) together with oxygen is converted into hydrogen and CO2. The hydrogen could then be 
used to produce electricity in a vehicle/vessel or to deliver power to the grid while CO2 can 
be stored in e.g. old gas fields. When generating power with hydrogen in fuel cells, the asso-
ciated heat can be used for heating.  
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Nuclear power has been part of the power system in many countries since the 1960s. Nu-
clear power is controversial, and it is uncertain how many countries will want to continue to 
focus on nuclear power. If nuclear power is phased out and replaced by more variable wind 
and solar power, the need for new flexibility will increase. 

New generations of nuclear power technology are being developed. These will have greater 
safety, far better utilisation of the energy in the fuel and significantly less radioactive waste. 
It appears that realisation is still a little way off. 

Research has been going on for decades to achieve fusion power, which could provide al-
most unlimited amounts of energy. Even though there has not been a final breakthrough in 
this area, there has been clear progress, and a fusion reactor of 500 MW is currently being 
built.52 Commercialisation is unlikely to take place before 2040.

Lockheed Martin said in October 2014 it had in developing a power generator based on nu-
clear fusion, small enough to fit on the back of a truck. However, the announcement was met 
with scepticism among other scientists.

It is unclear how much it costs to build and run a nuclear (fission) power plant based on 
modern safety requirements. There is also controversy concerning what level of cost one 
should associate with the risk of serious accidents. While some experts operate with a 
cost estimation of around €0.6/kWh for new nuclear power plants, the authorities in the 
UK have signed an agreement regarding the building of a new nuclear power plant where 
£92.52013/MWh will be paid for 35 years (the Hinkley Point C agreement). This is equal to 
approx. €0.11/kWh for 35 years. This high price has surprised many.

Prognos AG (2014) is an interesting analysis where the system costs of two alternatives, nu-
clear power and renewable power, are compared. The analysis describes a simplified sys-
tem based on the same amount of consumption and generation and a German pattern of 
consumption. In one of the systems, half of power consumption is covered by nuclear pow-
er, while the other half is covered by gas power (CCGT). In the alternative system, half of 
consumption is covered by onshore wind power and PV. Again, the other half is covered by 
gas power. But since solar and wind power generation vary, it would be profitable in this 
situation to build both conventional gas power (CCGT) and some gas turbines (OCGT). In 
order to compare system costs, the analysis is based on the Hinkley Point C agreement and 
German feed-in tariffs for onshore wind power and PV. Even though the system with solar 
and wind power needs more total gas power capacity (MW) to compensate for variable solar 
and wind power, this system still comes out cheaper than the system with nuclear power.   

The high nuclear power costs in the UK agreement mean high total system costs for this 
alternative. As mentioned above, it is difficult to get a clear picture of what new nuclear 
power costs, and in relation to earlier estimations, the agreed price in the Hinkley Point C 
agreement is very high. Maybe others are able to build nuclear power more cheaply? On the 
other hand, the analysis does not take into account costs related to the risk of nuclear power 
accidents, and it assumes nuclear power facilities will offer perfectly stable power genera-
tion, which is not necessarily the case. The risk of unplanned interruptions in nuclear power 
generation leads to a greater need for reserve capacity in the alternative with nuclear power 
than Prognos AG has assumed. Overall, the comparison seems fair. 

52  	 In 2010, construction commenced on a pilot power plant of 500 MW in France. This is a cooperation between 35 
countries. In a lecture, Laberge (2014) provides an optimist’s perspective of the status of and new technological op-
portunities for fusion power. 

http://www.agora-energiewende.org/fileadmin/downloads/publikationen/Analysen/Comparing_Costs_of_Decarbonisationtechnologies/Agora_Analysis_Decarbonisationtechnologies_web_final..pdf
http://www.ted.com/talks/michel_laberge_how_synchronized_hammer_strikes_could_generate_nuclear_fusion
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A2.3 New contributions to flexibility
 
POSSIBLE INCREASED FLEXIBILITY IN GENERATION

As mentioned above, flexibility may be increased in combined heat and power plants. There 
could also be some flexible gas power based on biogas, but the resources for this are likely to 
be limited in a purely renewable system. Methane gas can also be produced from hydrogen, 
which can itself be made from power during times of surplus. The conversion from power 
to hydrogen and then into methane gas (CH4), where applicable, entails significant energy 
losses, but conversion may still be profitable as long as the hydrogen can be produced during 
periods of relatively low power prices. (This is briefly commented on in Chapter 4.2.5.) It is 
also possible to make liquid fuel based on hydrogen.

Hydropower with reservoir can hold back water when there is a power surplus, and generate 
more power in periods of greater scarcity and higher prices. In hydropower systems with 
reservoirs, flexibility can be increased by installing more generator capacity (more MWs) 
in the reservoir power plants and by developing pumped storage power. It is also possible 
to develop new hydropower with reservoirs, or increase reservoirs. But in some countries, 
such measures are controversial. 

As long as there is no risk of wasting water, it costs little to exploit the flexibility of hydro-
power plants. 

In a pumped storage power plant, water is pumped up from a lower-lying reservoir to a reser-
voir at higher elevation when there is a power surplus (low prices). Power is generated later 
when power prices are higher. The energy loss associated with pumped storage power is 
approx. 20%. It is possible to increase the capacity of pumped storage power in many coun-
tries in Europe by utilising natural lakes,53 and artificial reservoirs can also be built. The 
latter is obviously much more expensive and often only results in capacity to deliver power 
for 6-10 hours during the day. Where there are large natural reservoirs high up in the moun-
tains, such as in Norway, storage capacity may be great without very high costs per stored 
MWh or per MW generation capacity. A greater ability to regulate hydropower plants and 
more pumped storage power may be one of many contributions to balancing consumption 
and generation in Europe.

Gas turbines are a familiar technology which could play an important part in covering peaks 
in consumption when wind and solar power fail to deliver. Developing solar and wind power 
would only achieve a small reduction in the need for other generation capacity. However, 
there would then be fewer hours when high capacity is required. This has interesting impli-
cations. Agora Energiewende (2014) claims that in Germany, maximum consumption will 
be around 80 GW in the year 2020, but almost a quarter of this consumption (the last 15 - 25 
GW) will only take place for less than 200 hours per year. The traditional answer to such a 
short-term need is gas turbines. The report states that the fixed annual costs of maintaining 
such a capacity would be in the range of €35 to €70 million per GW. If we assume an aver-
age gas turbine usage of 100 hours per year, fixed costs then become € 0.35 – 0.7 per kWh 

53	 See Assessment of the European potential for pumped hydropower energy storage (European Commission, 2013). 
This looks at use of natural lakes. Not surprisingly, Norway has a lot of potential, but a number of other countries also 
have some potential. According to Gunnar Groebler from Vattenfall, it is possible to increase the capacity of pumped 
storage power in Germany from the current 7 GW to 15 GW, given the right conditions. (Quoted by news agency Mon-
tel 25/03/2014.) Maximum consumption in Germany is expected to be around 80 GW in the future. Thus, German 
pumped storage power can currently cover approx. 9% of this and it might be possible to increase it to around 18%.   

http://www.agora-energiewende.de/fileadmin/downloads/publikationen/Impulse/12_Thesen/Agora_12_Insights_on_Germanys_Energiewende_web.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/jrc/sites/default/files/jrc_20130503_assessment_european_phs_potential.pdf
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delivered. In addition, there is a gas cost of approximately € 0.07 – 0.1 per kWh plus the CO2 
cost. The cost of delivering this power is then very high per kWh, but as only a few hours are 
concerned, the total cost for consumers is not very high.  

The fixed costs of keeping 20 GW gas turbines ready will be equal to an average power price 
increase in Germany of 0.1 – 0.2 euro cents per kWh. As an insurance against a collapse of 
the power system, this price is likely acceptable, but it is still important to consider wheth-
er there could be cheaper alternatives. It may for instance be possible to make consumers 
lower their consumption in extreme situations. This could be done through high prices and 
smart control of consumption, so that consumers cut consumption where it is least needed.

For an average user period of 100 hours for 20 GW, around 2 TWh of power will be generat-
ed, approx. 600 million m3 of gas will be used, and 1.4 million tonnes of CO2 will be emitted, 
equal to around 0.2% of Germany’s total CO2 emissions. Gas turbines can be started up rel-
atively quickly and are easily regulated. They can therefore also support the power system 
in the event of a sudden drop in for instance wind power generation. The fact that they are 
fairly easy to regulate has additional value. From a climate perspective, it is of course desir-
able to start using biogas, which should be possible for the volumes concerned here.

Emergency generators are used by institutions where security of supply is especially impor-
tant, such as hospitals and large computer and data storage facilities. Emergency genera-
tors often run on diesel and switch on automatically if electricity from the grid cuts out. 
(Batteries can ensure a constant power supply until generators have started.) Emergen-
cy generators can be adapted relatively simply to support the power system in situations 
where production capacity is too low. The same facility that ensures a local consumer’s pow-
er supply can thus also support the power supply at large – and earn money doing it. With 
increasing demands for security of supply, more institutions may come to see the benefit of 
a backup supply of electricity. If the energy system as a whole needs reserve capacity for ex-
ceptional circumstances in any case, it may make sense to locate some of this capacity in plac-
es that have particularly stringent requirements for security of supply. The reserve capacity 
can then serve several purposes. In the future, diesel generators may be supplemented with 
larger batteries and local solar panels, or be replaced by hydrogen and fuel cells (which do 
not entail any local noise or air pollution).     

ENERGY STORAGE AND BATTERIES54

I have already mentioned pumped storage power, which is currently by far the dominant 
type of electricity storage. Power can also be stored in the form of compressed air, for exam-
ple in old mines. The potential is limited and efficiency is 70% – 80%. 

Systems for storing power in large batteries connected to the grid can also be built. Such 
storage solutions will be most profitable for balancing relatively short-term fluctuations, 
for instance during a 24-hour or 7-day period. When batteries can be used frequently, fixed 
costs are divided among many charge cycles (see below). When it comes to storage of very 
large amounts of energy (several TWh), batteries cannot compete with for example large 
natural hydro reservoirs or gas storage.

54  	 For a more exhaustive review of possible solutions for storage, I recommend Hvidtfeldt Larsen and Sønderberg Pe-
tersen (2013).

http://orbit.dtu.dk/ws/files/60269062/DTU_International_Energy_Report_2013.pdf
http://orbit.dtu.dk/ws/files/60269062/DTU_International_Energy_Report_2013.pdf
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Different battery and storage technologies will have different qualities and may therefore 
be suited for different purposes, from a very quick response in order to stabilise the power 
system, to storing power for hours and maybe days (if they become cheap enough).

Large batteries located in the right places in the grid may contribute to a more even flow of 
power and increase the utilisation of the grid. Batteries connected to facilities with solar 
cells can even out delivery of power so that this, to a larger degree, follows needs in the mar-
ket. More even delivery may save costs in power generation and may in certain cases limit 
the need for grid investments. Batteries that are primarily installed to be used in one place 
in the power system might also make themselves useful in other parts of the system. One 
example may be if a large solar panel facility is installed in one area, and it is difficult to use 
all the power generated during times with lots of sun and low local consumption. Batteries 
may be a cheaper alternative compared with reinforcing the local grid in order to export the 
power. In addition, in situations of available battery capacity, the batteries can store power 
when power prices are low and deliver power when prices are high. Hence, batteries con-
nected to a solar farm can and should also be used to even out imbalances other than those 
due to variable PV-production. 

Batteries could also offer extra security of supply in some institutions, possibly in combina-
tion with emergency generators. It is important to realise, however, that batteries are cur-
rently not cheap, their ability to handle many charge cycles varies and there is some energy 
loss.55 

THE PROFITABILITY OF ENERGY STORAGE SYSTEMS IS AFFECTED BY PRICE DIFFER-
ENCES, FREQUENCY OF USE AND ENERGY LOSS

For all energy storage systems, earnings are related to the price difference that can be 
achieved between charging and delivery, the energy loss incurred by such a cycle, and how 
often the storage facility can be used. Some figures can illustrate this: Assume that a pumped 
storage power plant can buy 1000 MWh during the night for €40/MWh, and sell back 800 
MWh (assuming a loss of 20%) during the day at a price of €80 per MWh. This means an in-
come of 800 x €80 – 1000 x €40 = €24,000 per day. If this was repeated every day, the annual 
income would be €8,760,000. 

If the price difference is halved by the daytime price dropping from €80 to €60, while the 
night-time price is still €40, income will be reduced by 2/3. The reason is that part of the 
price difference covers the energy loss. If the daytime price drops to €50, there is no money 
to be made. In this case, the price difference cancels out the energy loss exactly and the fa-
cility may as well just sit there. 

If price differences are less common, enabling the facility to be run at a profit for half the 
year only, but with the same price difference as before (€40/€80), annual profits are halved 
compared with the first instance. If the energy storage facility could reduce its energy loss 
from 20% to 10%, and prices remained at €40/€80, the profits in this example would in-
crease by 33%. The cost of energy loss is highest when the purchase price of power is high. 

The example above shows that price differences and how frequently an energy storage fa-

55	 The loss of energy is related to changing and discharging, transformation AC/DC and back, and (when relevant) 
transmission of power back and forth through the (local) grid.
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cility is used, are of great significance for its profitability, and that energy loss may also be of 
significance if the purchase price for power is high.  

FLEXIBLE POWER DEMAND

When there is a particularly large demand for power during short periods (cf. the example 
above, where 25% of the peak demand lasted for less than 200 hours), reductions in consump-
tion may be the most economic measure. In order for smaller consumers to be able to contrib-
ute flexibility efficiently, consumption must be managed intelligently by ICT systems. 

Consumer flexibility is closely related to electrification of the transport and heating sector. 
This was described in Chapter 4.2.5.

 
A2.4 The need for implementation  
and development
 
We have seen that there are many types of emission-free power generation that can contrib-
ute to more even power generation, and there are many solutions that might contribute to 
flexibility, in order to ensure the necessary balance between power consumption and power 
generation. A number of flexible solutions could be implemented immediately, especially in 
the heating sector. It is important to clarify the potential for such flexibility. 

For some decades to come, gas power will be able to offer important flexibility, but in order 
to bring emissions in the power and energy sector down towards zero, new solutions must 
be developed. Given how long it takes to develop new technology and bring costs down, big 
efforts are needed in this area now. Or to quote Hvidtfeldt Larsen and Sønderberg Petersen 
(2013):

	 “With the prominent exception of pumped hydro storage, energy storage activities in Europe 
are currently confined to pilot or test plants, or even the laboratory. Large-scale energy sto-
rage has not yet been realised. However, joint European research plans as well as national 
plans in the EU member states clearly show that energy storage is considered an essential 
element of the future energy infrastructure and must be developed now to be available when 
market demand emerges.” 

The topic of the quoted report is storage. It is of course also important to develop and map 
other flexibility options, especially low-hanging fruits. More knowledge of which emis-
sion-free types of power may become relevant and how other infrastructure can be devel-
oped, will also make it easier to build the solutions of the future in a cost-effective way.  

http://orbit.dtu.dk/ws/files/60269062/DTU_International_Energy_Report_2013.pdf
http://orbit.dtu.dk/ws/files/60269062/DTU_International_Energy_Report_2013.pdf
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