
		
			[image: Meyer_cv_EN.jpg]
		

	
		
			The Environmental Transition series

			is part of the Research Virus collection

			 

			Series coordinator: Magali Talandier

			Collection coordinator: Alain Faure

			Publication manager: Sylvie Bigot

			English translation: Harry Forster

			Design: Catherine Revil

			 

			Produced in collaboration with the scientific council on the Green Capital and Transition chaired by Magali Talandier, as part of Grenoble European Green Capital for 2022 – Climate Air Energy Territorial Plan – Grenoble Alpes Métropole.

			Published with the support of Banque des Territoires.

			 

			 

			ISBN 978-2-7061-5405-8 (e-book PDF)

			ISBN 978-2-7061-5406-5 (e-book ePub)

			 

			 

			 

			[image: ]

			 

			 

			 

			© PUG, June 2023

			15, rue de l’Abbé-Vincent – F-38600 Fontaine

			www.pug.fr 

			Environmental TransitioN

			A series in the Research ViruS collection 

			With growing awareness of the climate emergency and its environmental challenges, scientists are speaking out!

			Under the aegis of the scientific council on the Green Capital and Transition, this new series of e-books offers previously unpublished articles by researchers from many backgrounds: hard science, Earth science, engineering, and human and social sciences.

			In relation to the agenda of the scientific council – made up of almost 40 scientists representing a full range of disciplines – these short texts aim to disseminate knowledge on issues raised by environmental transition and its impacts.

			All the way through 2022 publications in this series have reflected ongoing debate as part of European Green Capital status awarded to the city of Grenoble by the European Commission. Every month has seen a new topic addressed, including climate, atmosphere, energy, mobility, food and urban life.

			Scientists are passionate people too. Their papers reveal their learning, but also cast light on the controversies affecting their subject and the sensitive nature of their work in research, with its tentative progress, doubts, puzzles but also its hopes.

			Have a stimulating read! 

			Energy independence, a shifting techno-political category

			Teva Meyer, geographer, Cresat1, Université Haute Alsace, France

			The invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 rekindled debate on Europe’s energy independence, in particular regarding oil, gas and coal imported from Russia. In France this debate closely followed President Emmanuel Macron’s fresh determination to patch up the nuclear power industry. So two takes on the situation clashed in the public arena. On one side people pointed out that with no uranium mines on French soil, it was impossible to equate nuclear power with independence. The other side raised four points to counter this stance: raw materials only account for a small share of the price of electricity generated by nuclear power plants; global uranium ore deposits are fairly evenly spread; France has the necessary resources to convert ore into fuel; it also has the means to recycle part of the spent fuel. This controversy actually highlights the difficulty of determining what ‘energy independence’ means. Far from being a scientific classification, this notion operates as a ‘techno-political category’2, shifting in time and space, which various actors use to compare energy sources.

			Energy independence or security?

			Energy independence may be omnipresent in France’s political narrative, but little research has focused on it as a concept. Academic debate, primarily in the English-speaking world, has preferred to address ‘energy security’, giving rise to over 50 definitions in the literature. In this work energy security refers to the ability to provide consumers with effective, environmentally friendly energy services in a manner that is fair, affordable and socially acceptable. The aim is to assess the dependability of supply, without restricting it to the geopolitical dimension and looking at it from the consumer’s point of view, not as an import.

			The existing definitions of independence are more restrictive, among others “a state in which national policy decisions, including national defence, are not subject to the restraining or directing influence of oil producers”3. There is a historical context for this epistemology. The concept formed in Europe in 1957, as part of the build-up to the treaty establishing the European Atomic Energy Community. At the time the purpose of nuclear power was to reduce dependence on oil from the Middle East, almost 20 years before the first energy crisis.

			Overlapping streams

			Energy independence is an intrinsically spatial idea which questions the balance between the sites of production and consumption. In the absence of a proper definition for this concept, several understandings of the scale of independence co-exist. Should it be seen as a form of autarchy? If so how can we assess the independence of a given energy system without taking into account all the necessary streams?

			What, for instance, is the nationality of electricity generated at Tricastin NPP, using fuel rods assembled at Romans sur Isère, France, made of zirconium from Senegal and of uranium, enriched at Seversk, Russia, and originally mined at Olympic Dam, Australia? The overlapping of streams, specific to energy globalization, calls into question the idea of independence itself.

			In a situation of this sort any attempt to assess energy independence statistically depends on the options selected by the relevant actors. Such options are open to dispute and constantly reworked, which, of course, is not specific to energy. Whenever scientists decide on benchmarks they must first draw up categories in order to offer a common definition for dissimilar situations4. For instance France’s National Institute of Statistics and Economic Studies (Insee) defines the “energy self-sufficiency rate” as “the ratio between national primary energy output (coal, oil, natural gas, nuclear, hydraulic and renewable energies) and consumption of primary energy5 in a given year6.” In 2020 this rate in France was 56%, which means that the country covered more than half its requirements. With regard to nuclear power Insee has opted to treat all the power generated as being French, taking as the basis for its calculations the heat produced by French NPPs, only part of which is converted into electricity, and not the source of the uranium used in this process.

			This approach has drawn criticism from several quarters. First, using primary rather than final energy makes no allowance for losses – amounting to almost two-thirds of the heat – during the shift between the two states. Second, it disregards the fact that the type of primary energy available in a country does not necessarily correspond to demand. Behind this statistical dispute lie various political stakes. The indicators exist both on account of their value as administrative tools, guiding policy-making by putting figures on the stakes, but also for their performative value7.

			A French obsession?

			The overwhelming importance of energy independence in political debate in France might suggest that everyone shares this concern. But debate in the European Union suggests quite the opposite. Of all the written or spoken questions relating to energy independence raised in the European Parliament in 2004-21, over half were submitted by French MEPs. Yet they account for only 10% of all seats. A comparison of France and Germany is even more striking. The term has cropped up more than 215 times in debate in parliamentary debate in France since 1990, but only on 10 occasions in the Bundestag.

			This difference in perception between the two countries mainly reflects the political circumstances under which industrial power plants have been built.

			Strategies, symbols and legacy

			In Germany two approaches guide policy on energy imports. On the one hand ‘strategic interdependence’ treats imports of this sort as a means of maintaining reciprocal links with Russia, the aim being to strengthen what is seen as a strategic partnership, both in economic and security terms. On the other hand Germany is represented as being vulnerable, precisely because of such connections. Up until the invasion of Ukraine in 2022 the first standpoint was largely predominant in the political arena. Only a few actors – conservative thinktanks and lignite-mine operators – disagreed, with little chance of making any impression.

			Interdependence drew its force from the use of energy imports from Russia, starting in the 1970s, to sustain the Neue Ostpolitik, the ultimate aim of which was to achieve German reunification by lowering barriers between East and West.

			The situation in France was very different. The pivotal nature of energy independence related to the use of energy to restore national identity and France’s international position in the aftermath of the second world war. To serve this aim the electricity industry was concentrated to form a single, nationalized company, Électricité de France (EDF).

			A fresh look at socio-spatial representations

			In addition to these throwbacks, the way that energy independence is categorized has much to do with socio-spatial representations. In France nuclear policy is underpinned by a deterministic narrative by which it compensates for the geographical handicap of being short of energy resources. This idea first emerged in the 1920-30s and came to the fore in the 1960s. France was unable to match the discovery of new hydrocarbon resources elsewhere in Europe; at the same time it lost control of Algeria and its mineral resources. Nuclear power, in contrast, would use uranium mined in France8.

			This narrative persists, even now, despite the last uranium mines in France having closed. The stock of fissile material obtained from re-processing spent nuclear fuel is touted as an artificial mine capable of securing independence for several centuries to come. On the other side of the Rhine, spatial representations also come into play in a narrative that harks back to the Mittellag concept – inspired by Germany’s central position – thanks to which its location enables it easily to source gas from various places. At the same time this view makes interdependence the ‘natural’ solution, positing geographical complementarity between Russia, with plentiful raw materials but little capital, and Germany, with massive financial clout and a powerful industry.

			So, to conclude, energy independence acts as a spatially situated category. At a European level there is no consensus as to its meaning. This in turn is an obstacle to framing a single European energy policy. Much as with any category, its definition shifts, constantly reworked by controversy between actors and the strategic use they make of it to promote certain sources. It remains to be seen whether the war in Ukraine will contribute to the emergence of a definition common to all parties for EU energy independence.
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