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While policymakers craft a new long-term European 
Union framework for the energy transition, some of 
the most intense changes will fall to local utilities in 
Europe’s cities.

For some cities, their own preparations closely track 
what the European Commission is envisioning.
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Yesterday, as the European 
Commission presented its 
long-term strategy for action 

on climate change, two main utilities 
from Vienna presented a study in 
Brussels on how they see their city’s 
long-term energy future.

EURACTIV sat down with Michael 
Strebl, general manager of energy 
provider Wien Energie, and Peter Weinelt, 
vice-CEO of infrastructure provider 
Wiener Stadtwerke, to discuss how 
utilities will play a role in the EU’s energy 
transition.

***

Why did you commission the study 
into Vienna’s long-term energy future? 
What did it reveal, and how are you 
planning to translate it into your future 
plans?

Strebl: The main aim was to know 
how will we as Wien Energie be still on 
the market in 2050 and how will we be 
competitive? For us it’s not a question 
of making the environment better. 
Of course climate is our focus, but I 
believe that those utilities which will 
transform to renewable utilities will 
be better off in the market in the next 
years and decades. And that’s why 
we’re going to do it.

The study was hard work, it took us 
one and a half year to make. We almost 
inspected every house in Vienna 
looking for what the best option 
could be. What was important to me 
was not to just give this study to an 
agency. I wanted that the Wien Energie 
employees were involved in it also, so 
they could understand the skills and 
methods and change their thinking.

Weinelt: From my point of view as 
an owner of energy infrastructure, it’s 
import to know what we have to do so 
that energy stays in the market. We 
know that consumption will decrease. 
Maybe not as much in Vienna as in 
other places because it is growing 
strongly, but kilowatt hours per 
customer will decrease very strongly – 
we have scenarios down to 50%.

If we talk about the next 30 years, 
we need to increase investment, and 
also building investments coming 
from flats and buildings.

How do you encourage private 
investment from the consumers to 
undertake some of these changes 
themselves? Right now we’re seeing 
a real reluctance from consumers to 
pay for the energy transition, notably 
this week in France with the massive 
protests against fossil fuel price hikes. 
Are consumers ready to pay for greener 
energy?

I N T E R V I E W

Utilities see opportunity  
in EU’s 2050 climate strategy

B y  D a v e  K e a t i n g  |  E U R A C T I V. c o m

The Spittelau thermal waste treatment plant 
in Vienna, Austria. [Shutterstock]
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Strebl: There is not ‘the’ consumer, 
there are many different types 
of consumers. There are several 
consumers that want to buy energy at 
a very good renewable standard, that’s 
produced efficiently.

Of course there are others that say, 
the only thing I care about is that it’s 
cheap. But I think that’s a minority. 
There are different types of customers, 
and you can address that with different 
types of products. For example, we 
have had a very good experience with 
customer co-investment. We’ve done 
this with photovoltaics, and with 
e-mobility charging infrastructure.

We put 2,500 shares on the market 
for charging infrastructure, and we 
were sold out in a day.

It’s important that we do not force 
people to do something. You have to 
encourage them to do something. 
There’s no obligation for investing in 
electromobility in Vienna, but we give 
them a chance. It’s better not to put 
pressure on people and force them to 
go in one direction or another. We say, 
here we have an offer for you, take it if 
it’s suitable to you. If you do not like it, 
you don’t have to take it.

Weinelt: Our role is to offer 
opportunities to customers. Our 
role is not that of a government – 
we’re a profit-oriented company. The 
important thing is to explain it to your 
customers. Vienna energy has a very 
good customer information centre. 
People can see how you produce 
electricity, why storage is not so easy, 
and what is the price. Most of our 
customers didn’t understand easily 
the part of their bill that is taxes – 30-
40% in Austria.

Strebl: I think it’s a wrong 
assumption to say people are always 
buying the cheapest thing. People have 
other preferences and considerations. 
In the ‘90s there was a huge discussion 
going on in Germany about whether 
it’s possible to have a gasoline price 
for 3 deutsche marks, about 1.5 euros. 

Now we have that price, and nobody 
bothers about this.

As you presented this study, the 
Commission was unveiling its long-
term climate strategy for 2050. How 
will this be helpful for local utilities? 
Which of the pathways outlined by 
the Commission would you like to see 
adopted?

Weinelt: It’s helpful for us because 
the Commission says we’re doing the 
right things. It makes strong pressure 
on the governments of member states 
to discuss the circumstances we need 
for investment. I hope it won’t be a 
very long discussion to come to these 
goals.

Strebl: Yes, it’s positive to us if 
Brussels is focusing on the same 
things. The scenarios I think vary 
from net zero to 85% reduction. To 
be honest we will see how much the 
level will be by 2050, but the most 
important thing is that we start right 
now. We’ve identified what will be 
the first most important steps. You do 
those and then we will see how far we 
can get. I’m a manager so I’m looking 
at the next 5-10 years, so I don’t know 
what’s in store for 2050. But the 
important thing is to start now and do 
the right things now.

What kind of timeframe are we looking 
at for this transition?

Strebl: I think the 2050 timeframe 
is about right. You have to make very 
long-term policy when you work in 
utilities. We have investments that last 
40 years or longer. In our case there 
are several very heavy investments 
necessary by the end of the 2020s, 
some power stations have to be 
replaced then. We have to discuss now 
– replaced by what? Do we invest in 
power stations, or other things? Do we 
split the investments in either power 
stations or other things? For us the key 
will be 2022, 2023, because then we 
have to decide what do we do with our 

power plants.
Weinelt: And this is a decision 

we have to make for the next two 
generations. So it’s important to start 
work quickly. Whether we reach the 
goal 100% or not, it’s not so necessary 
for me. I can live with 80%. But if we 
want to win, we have to start now, and 
decide before 2025 how we replace the 
power plants.

Another main decision is now 
coming from Germany with the coal 
commission, to get out of coal within 
the next 15-20 years. This decision 
is essential for the whole of Europe 
I think, because of the signal it will 
send.

What do you think is the biggest 
misperception among policymakers 
here in Brussels about local utilities 
and what their concerns are?

Strebl: In general I have the feeling 
that it’s OK. Of course you have to point 
out that there are regional differences 
and special needs. You’re coming from 
different starting points. A city like 
Vienna with two million inhabitants, 
rapidly growing, is different than a 
situation in, say, Western Ireland. This 
has to be taken into account.

Weinelt: A little bit less dogmatic 
discussions are necessary think. For 
instance, we know sector coupling 
is very necessary to reach this goal. 
But that means you have to discuss 
unbundling, where there are strict 
firewalls between gas and electricity. If 
you’re doing sector coupling, you have 
to make links between the companies, 
because now if you have a regulatory 
regime like district heating, there 
it’s not so easy to see sector coupling 
possibilities.

Continued from Page 4
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As the European Commission 
unveiled its long-term vision 
for greenhouse gas reduction 

on Wednesday (28 November), a 
yellow cloud hung over the grand 
pronouncements.

The “yellow vests” protests in 
France the week before, opposing new 
environmental taxes on fuel, showed 
that the public is perhaps not ready to 
make the kind of short-term sacrifices 
envisioned by the Commission’s plan 
to reach net zero emissions by 2050.

The French taxes were enacted by 
the government as a way to discourage 

driving and increase the use of public 
transport, with funds going to climate 
change mitigation efforts.

The yellow vests are taking their 
protests to Brussels today, expected to 
snarl traffic cause general disruption 
in the city’s EU quarter.

As the Commission strategy was 
being presented, some of Europe’s 
local utilities were presenting their 
own long-term vision nearby. And 
the same yellow cloud hung over the 
discussion.

Vienna’s energy provider, Wien 
Energie, was presenting a study they 
conducted looking at the city’s energy 

future, concluding that a low-carbon 
future is both feasible and cost-
effective in the long term.

SCEPTICAL PUBLIC

Michael Strebl, general manager 
of energy provider Wien Energie, was 
peppered with questions about the 
yellow vests and consumer acceptance 
after he presented the study.

“We are focusing very much right 
now on public acceptance,” he said. 
“We are a utility, we have to convince 

‘Yellow vests’ show limits of consumer 
acceptance on climate change
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Protesters wearing yellow vests, as a symbol of French driver’s and citizen’s protest 
against higher fuel prices, during clashes with police on the Champs Elysee as part of a 

nationwide protest in Paris, France, 24 November 2018. [Julien de Rosa/EPA/EFE]

Continued on Page 7
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our customers to go on this journey 
with us. But you have to transform 
the utility, because otherwise the 
customers will not follow you.”

During a panel discussion, 
Henning Häder from electricity utility 
association Eurelectric said this is an 
issue that local utilities are struggling 
with across Europe – how do you 
move at the right speed that ensures 
consumer acceptance?

“I think you can see with what’s 
going on in France now how public 
acceptance is affected when you mess 
with energy costs for people,” he said. 
“Public acceptance is probably going 
to be a bigger factor going forward 
than costs. That’s something we really 
need to start thinking about right 
now.”

But he pointed to a study unveiled 
by the association on Tuesday in 
Brussels showing that the power sector 
has to completely transform, and it 
needs to do it faster than originally 
predicted. “The study is completely 
unanimously supported by the entire 
European power sector,” he noted.

This should show consumers that 
utilities are committed to this as a 
long-term project that will save them 
money in the end, even if it might 
result in higher costs in the short term.

INVOLVING CONSUMERS

Christian Holzleitner from the 
European Commission’s climate 
and energy division sounded a more 
positive note.

“As soon as renewable technologies 
get cost competitive, people like them 
and they choose them,” he said. “For 
instance we know that e-mobility will 
be the most cost-competitive solution, 
and it comes with a lot of benefits for 
your well-being.”

Peter Weinelt, vice-CEO of 
infrastructure provider Wiener 
Stadtwerke, said that the key is 
educating consumers about the 

benefits of switching to cleaner 
energy, and involving them in 
making the choice. This is essential 
from a business perspective, he said, 
otherwise other companies are going 
to come in and offer them these 
solutions.

“For a company like Wiener 
Stadtwerke public acceptance is 
essential to survive competition on the 
market,” he said. “There will be new 
competitors, something like Google 
or something else. It’s essential, 
and we can reach this goal if we can 
explain to our customers why this 
change is necessary and what are the 
advantages.”

Not everyone was convinced. 
One audience member noted that his 
daughter had demonstrated for action 
on climate change in the EU Quarter 
last week, but also supported the 
yellow vest protesters. “At the same 
time the French guys were blocking 
the highways because Macron wanted 
to increase the energy price,” he said. 
“It’s all good what you’re saying, but to 
invest costs a lot of money, and there 
are conflicts of interest everywhere.”

Holzleitner said this is the purpose 
of the Commission’s 2050 strategy – 
to provide a long-term framework to 
show both businesses and consumers 
that there will be benefits in the long 
term. The Commission wants to show 
them that any short-term sacrifice will 
be worth it.

“For me what’s important is that 
this is a vision document, this is where 
we want to go,” he said. “But there will 
be a lot of changes to how we live if we 
follow it. We as a society need to have 
a conversation about it.”

As Brussels braces for the arrival 
of the yellow vests today, EU policy-
makers and businesses will still be 
thinking of ways to convince them to 
make some sacrifices for the energy 
transition, in exchange for a brighter 
long-term future.

Continued from Page 6
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Local infrastructure companies 
like Wiener Stadtwerke are 
already working hard to achieve 

the ambitious EU climate and energy 
goals for 2050. We can innovate and 
incite changes – but only if a supportive 
European regulatory framework is in 
place.

Peter Weinelt is Deputy Chief 
Executive Officer of Wiener Stadtwerke 
GmbH.

Vienna is the world’s top city 
regarding quality of life. The city’s 
sustainable development is one of the 
core goals of the Viennese government. 
Wiener Stadtwerke plays a key role in 
this process, not only for the city as 
such but also, for its almost 2 million 
citizens. Our city is one of the most 
dynamic metropolitan areas in Europe. 
Vienna is characterised by a persistent 
increase in new residents as a result 
of its high level of economic power 
and quality of life. This economic 

and population growth, however, also 
entails challenges relating to power 
supply and environmental protection. 
Without efforts of the city of Vienna, 
Austria’s climate goals are out of 
reach. Wiener Stadtwerke invests in 
innovation and security of supply 
at the same time, making a decisive 
contribution to ensuring that Vienna 
remains exemplary.

We have recently examined several 

The air we need to breathe

P R O M O T E D  C O N T E N T  /  O P I N I O N

DISCLAIMER: All opinions in this column reflect the views of the author(s), not of EURACTIV.COM Ltd.
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Peter Weinelt is Deputy Chief Executive Officer of Wiener Stadtwerke. 
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decarbonisation scenarios for the 
city of Vienna with a time horizon 
of 2050 for the sectors of heating, 
mobility and power and presented 
the study results lately in Brussels. 
One of the key findings of the study 
is that the transport and heating 
sector offer the greatest potential 
for decarbonisation. It is therefore 
necessary to conceptualise the 
decarbonisation of the energy system 
beyond only switching to renewable 
power sources, and to plan, regulate 
and implement this at the level of total 
energy requirements in the mobility 
and power sectors.

In order to make Vienna’s central 
heat supply emission-free until 2050, 
a switch to regenerative district 
heating is necessary. Today’s heat 
supply of Vienna is already very 
environmentally friendly, however 
geothermal energy and large heat 
pumps offer the greatest potential for 
a further transition to a low-carbon 
heat supply.

As a local utility provider, we must 
rely on long-term planning since 
investments last 40 years or longer. 
In case of replacing a power plant, we 
have to ask: replace it by what?

The recently agreed climate goals 
within the Clean Energy Package 
offer a good foundation for planning 
investments until 2030. It can be 
considered as a starting point for 
the debate what needs to be done to 
reach the 2050 goals on the road to 
decarbonisation. There are four basic 
requirements from our point of view:

1.  The key-prerequisite to achieve 
the ambitious climate objectives 
is a functioning energy market 
design, which is currently in the 
final negotiation phase at the 
EU-level.

It is essential to define clear roles for 
all actors, especially for Distribution 
System Operators (DSO) and new 
market actors such as aggregators or 
local energy communities. When it 

comes to DSOs it is important that they 
are not restricted by a too regulative 
environment/framework. DSOs need 
flexibility to fulfill their duties, such as 
providing security of supply or acting 
as market facilitator and neutral data 
platform. Therefore, it is important 
that they are allowed to own and 
use storage facilities for grid-related 
purposes. It goes without saying 
that these are not meant for market-
activities, but grid-stabilization only.

2.  Fair rules for all actors. Same 
rights and obligations are 
absolutely essential for the 
future energy market, with 
equal rules for local energy 
communities, active customers, 
aggregators etc.

DSOs as market facilitators should 
retain the function of the neutral 
data hub (owner and operator) 
beyond network operation (planning, 
construction, maintenance, operation, 
maintenance, asset management, 
bottleneck management and 
maintaining grid stability) and adapt 
it to the technical development. 
Network operators should remain 
the owner and operator of the (smart) 
meter and have the power of disposal 
at the customer counter.

3.  Recognition of the importance of 
the gas grid for the future. Studies 
have shown that transition-costs 
are much lower with the gas-grid 
in place than without. There 
are various new possibilities for 
renewable and/or synthetic gas. 
It will be necessary to start with 
a large-scale switch from natural 
gas to renewable fuels from 2025 
in order to ensure that security 
of supply is CO2-free in the long 
term. Greening the gas, i.e. the 
switch to renewable (green) 
gases such as biomethane and 
hydrogen, plays an important 
role.

4.  Recognition of the pivotal role of 
Combined Heat and Power (CHP) 
for cities asback-up capacities.
The expansion of renewable 

energy generation leads to daily 
and seasonal supply gaps. In 
addition, flexible thermal power 
plants are less and less used, 
but are essential for security of 
supply, if renewable energies 
such as wind and solar are not 
available. In order to ensure the 
long-term availability of flexibly 
usable power plants for these 
periods, a stable framework 
must be created for power 
plant operators. The combined 
generation of electricity and heat 
also saves primary energy and 
thus CO2. Therefore, conditions 
have to be created that make 
investments and the operation 
of CHPs economically feasible in 
the long-term.

The decisions we have to make 
now have effects on the next two 
generations. Therefore it is important 
to start working immediately. Whether 
we reach the goal 100% or not, we 
have to start now, and decide before 
2025 how we replace power plants, for 
instance.

All in all, the right European 
regulatory framework is needed – 
then local utilities can innovate and 
incite changes. As a DSO we need 
the entrepreneurial air to breathe, 
to create a 100% renewable energy 
system, for a sustainable future society 
we want to live in, for the people. I’m 
very optimistic that we are already on 
the right track.

Continued from Page 8
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