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F-gases, a family of refrigerants commonly used in
fridges and air conditioners, are being phased out in
order to prevent global warming from spinning out of
control. But efforts to gradually ban the refrigerant
have also created a thriving black market, which the
European Union is struggling to contain.
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EU seeks to phase
out planet-warming refrigerants
B y R a q u e l G u e r r a | E U R A C T I V. c o m

F-gases are used mainly as coolants in air conditioning and in domestic,
supermarket and industrial refrigeration, which altogether represent an
outstanding 90% of total emissions. [bodnar.photo / Shutterstock]

T

he
EU’s
legislation
on
fluorinated gases, adopted in
2014, needs an overhaul “to
increase ambition in line with the
European Green Deal” and “better
prevent” an ongoing surge of illegal
imports coming from China, an EU
official told EURACTIV.
Demand for F-gases, a family
of chemicals used as a refrigerant,
has increased steadily since they
were introduced in the early 1990s
to replace the ozone-depleting
chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs).
But F-gases are also among the
most potent greenhouse gases and are
now also being phased out as a result.

Emissions of F-gases soared
about 70% between 1990 and 2014,
and peaked globally in 2015. They
currently amount to 2.5% of total EU
greenhouse gas emissions, according
to the European Environment Agency.

F-gases are used mainly as coolants
in air conditioning and in domestic,
supermarket
and
industrial
refrigeration,
which
altogether
represent an outstanding 90% of total
emissions.

Their impact on the earth’s climate
is considerable. Fluorinated gases
have a global warming potential
(GWP) up to 23,000 times greater
than carbon dioxide. Moreover, they
can linger in the atmosphere up to
270 years in the case of HFCs, while
sulphur hexafluoride (SF6) and
perfluorocarbons (PFCs) can stay for
millennia.

Potential leakages in all these
areas spring from production plants
and the manipulation of pre-charged
equipment.

The culprits are well identified.

A GLOBAL AFFAIR
Worldwide, demand for HFCs is
on the rise due to the mass adoption
of Western lifestyles, which rely
heavily on food preservation and airconditioning in cars and buildings.

Continued on Page 5
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said.
The impact of F-gases is global
since they blend with other gases in
the atmosphere.
The EU is thus considering a
legislative revision in line with
its “international obligations on
hydrofluorocarbons,” an EU official
told EURACTIV.
Effective in 2019, the Kigali
amendment to the Montreal Protocol
– which successfully phased out the
ozone-depleting CFCs – “is expected
to prevent a temperature increase
of 0.4 degrees Celsius by 2100 and
is essential for achieving the Paris
Agreement objective,” the official
said.
Italy, Malta and Spain, however,
are amongst the EU member states
that still need to ratify the Kigali
amendment. ECODES, a Spanish NGO,
has called on the Spanish government
to “lead the market transformation”
and shift to “natural refrigerants in all
public buildings by 2030”.

CURRENT EU
FRAMEWORK
As part of its commitments
under the Kyoto Protocol, the EU
passed the first F-gas regulation in
2006, introducing containment and
reporting obligations on producers.
The
Mobile
Air
Conditioning
Directive, adopted the same year,
introduces a gradual ban on F-gases
in passenger cars.
The
European
Commission’s
assessment of those laws came to the
conclusion that the regulation has
been successful as the total supply of
F-gases in the EU has decreased since
2015. In 2018, their warming effect
decreased by 30%, the EU executive

The 2014 F-gas regulation, a
worldwide
pioneer,
established
a quota system for the volume of
HFCs that can be placed on the EU
market annually, and a timeline for
progressively phasing them down.
The regulation introduced a cap to
achieve a 79% reduction in F-gases by
2030 compared to 2014 levels while
mandating companies to report their
annual production, imports, and
export activities involving HFCs.
Pre-charged equipment, where
greener alternatives are widely
available, and new HFC equipment
will be banned by 2022 in specific
sectors.

A GREEN REVIEW
The EU’s F-gas review is expected
to see the light in late 2021 when
the European Commission tables
a legislative proposal. A public
consultation is running until 29
December 2020 to explore whether
more climate-friendly alternatives are
available.
The Commission will also
consider introducing harmonised
sanctions, although it is currently
up to the member states to interpret
what constitutes a dissuasive penalty
against environmental crimes.
But even the Commission doubts
emissions can be stopped entirely. “At
this stage, we cannot say if it will be
feasible to fully avoid F-gas emissions
by 2050, not least because in some
cases F-gases may still be emitted by
old equipment and products, e.g. in
landfills,” the official said.
Rita

Tedesco

from

ECOS,

a

green pressure group, said the
new regulation should introduce
“minimum requirements on the
collection, reclamation, recycling,
and disposal” of F-gases, and require
industry to finance these activities.
Aiming for a total ban, Tedesco
said there is “no room for F-gases if we
truly want the EU to be carbon neutral
by 2050”.

LACK OF ENFORCEMENT
However, the EU’s crackdown
on F-gases has also had unintended
consequences. The mid-2018 HFC
quota, which was initially established
with the intention of provoking a
price hike and force a shift towards
less polluting alternatives, has
instead attracted smuggling networks
bringing cheap HFCs from China
to the EU through neighbouring
countries.
The industry is particularly
unhappy about the EU’s failure to
implement the existing rules and
demands new measures, including
better monitoring systems and
the empowerment of customs and
surveillance authorities.
“Enforcement is left to member
states and they have not been
provided with the appropriate tools,
where countries like Italy have not
enacted the legislation until last year,”
said Sameer Bharadwaj, president of
Koura, a manufacturer of HFCs.
In 2021, the Commission will
put forward a proposal for a Single
Customs IT system, replacing manual
checks by a real-time tracking
system, which is expected to become
mandatory across all EU member
states in 2024.
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The dark underbelly of the illicit
trade in F-gases
B y R a q u e l G u e r r a | E U R A C T I V. c o m

“Illegal imports have been piggybacking on the fact that prices were very
high mainly in 2017-18 and these products are freely available in China,”
said Murli Sukhwani, from the European FluoroCarbons Technical
Committee (EFCTC), an industry group. [Amani A / Shutterstock]

I

n its crackdown on planetwarming fluorinated gases, the EU
introduced annual quotas in 2018,
hoping the resulting price increase
would encourage the use of greener
refrigerants. But instead of a green
transition, the move has generated a
black market economy raking in the
surplus.
A renewed push at EU level to shift
towards less polluting refrigerants,
planned for late 2021, should help
customs authorities come down hard
on smugglers, the industry hopes.
“Illegal
imports
have
been
piggybacking on the fact that prices
were very high mainly in 2017-18 and
these products are freely available in
China,” said Murli Sukhwani, from the
European FluoroCarbons Technical
Committee (EFCTC).

The EFCTC is an umbrella trade
association comprising the five
major fluorocarbons manufacturers
– Europe’s Orbia/Koura, the US’s
Honeywell and Chemours, France’s
Arkema, and Japan’s Daikin.
Companies
placing
bulk
hydrofluorocarbons
(HFCs)
and
equipment on the EU market receive
annual quotas in carbon dioxide
equivalent (CO2e) that are transferable
under certain conditions but not freely
tradable, as is the case with emissions
allowances swapped under the EU
Emission Trading System.
Europe is faced with a significant
level of illegal HFCs on its territory,
according to the Environmental
Investigation Agency (EIA), an
international NGO. “As much as 16.3
million tonnes of CO2e of bulk HFCs
were illegally placed on the market in

2018,” or 16% above the 2018 quota,
the EIA said in a report last year.
The gap reveals discrepancies
between EU customs and HFC registry
data that needs “to be examined
further at company, country and EU
level,” the EIA said, attributing the
difference to cross-border smuggling
of HFCs originating from China, the
world’s largest producer of F-gases.
The illegal market could equate
approximately a third of the formal
market, according to a report by
economics
consultancy
Oxera
commissioned by the EFCTC.
Eurostat imports and Chinese
exports data reveal that HFCs illegal
imports could represent up to 34
million tonnes of CO2e annually, a
surplus which doesn’t match with
normal market dynamics.
Continued on Page 7
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Yet the European Commission
urged caution about the volume
of illegal imports “due to the lack
of precise data,” an EU official told
EURACTIV.
“It is clear that some illegal imports
are happening and therefore the
Commission has made it a priority
to prevent such illegal activities,” the
official said.

HFCS MAPPING
The legitimate supply chain is
complex. HFCs are imported in large
ISO tanks and sold to distributors or
to large scale industrial users directly.
They are then repackaged in smaller
cylinders (of 5-60 litres) and sold to
wholesalers supplying the building,
automotive or hospital sectors.
But companies still manage
to circumvent customs channels,
securing an unknown quantity of nonquota HFCs, as “a number of loopholes
in the system allow unscrupulous
traders to reap quick profits,” the EIA
report says.
Fraudulent import declarations,
including counterfeit, misdirected
trans-shipments, mislabelling and
fake resellers permits are among the
breaches flagged up in the report.
“The average size of a container
is 20 tonnes, worth around €80,000,
and customs authorities physically
inspect an average of less than 5% of
the merchandise,” Sukhwani said.
Under the Montreal Protocol 2019
HFC amendment, country-specific
reporting of bulk HFCs is mandatory,
meaning
imports
and
exports
should be declared by the country of
origin/destination. Lack of EU-wide
harmonisation in the HFC registry has
enabled multiple quota abuse.

DIFFICULT TO TRACE

Using outside customs channels
via land or sea borders, black-market
operators are bringing non-quota HFCs
to Europe, relying on ever-changing
intricate manoeuvres including resketching trade routes.
The number of companies trading
HFCs has exploded “from around 50
companies in 2014 to around 2,000
in 2018,” said Honeywell’s director
Tim Vink. “Most SMEs investing in
equipment, training, reclaiming and
recovery see their business disappear
to e-commerce platforms,” he added.
Rita
Tedesco,
programme
manager at ECOS, an environmental
NGO, reported traders establishing
multiple shell companies to import
quantities under the 100 tCO2e
threshold, through a practice known
as “smurfing” in the money laundering
business.
The industry indicates that Croatia,
Greece, Romania, and Poland are
the most porous borders through
which illegal HFCs enter from Russia,
Ukraine, Turkey and Albania with
most of the consumption, eventually
ending up in Germany, the UK and
France.
Non-refillable cylinders, which are
banned in Europe since 2007, are most
often placed on the market containing
products such as HFCs R-134a, R-404A,
R-410A, R-32 and R-407C or HCFC R-22,
which are also illegal, the EFCTC said.
Prices are still approximately 3-4
times higher than those practised by
distributors on the world market, after
going up more than 10 fold in 2018.

CRUNCHING THE
NUMBERS
Data investigation agency Kroll,
which fed industry input into the
European Anti-Fraud Office’s (OLAF)
own intelligence, built evidence of at
least 3,000 tonnes of illegal HFCs (4.7

million CO2e) in 2019.
Seizures of nearly 100 tonnes in
disposable cylinders were reported in
Italy, Romania and The Netherlands
by National authorities and OLAF this
summer.
“We need mandatory monitoring,
harmonised penalties, obligatory
registry through a real-time IT
system making sure that customs are
connected on a common database,
customs officials need to be trained
to level up with the new standards,”
Sukhwani said, referring to the
upcoming F-gas review.
As a result of the fraud, the sector
may have faced hundreds of millions
in lost profit last year, industry sources
said.
And it’s not just industry,
governments too have lost tax revenue
because of illegal imports. A recent
report from Polish NGO PROZON, cited
in the EIA investigation, estimated
that Poland’s treasury lost €7 million in
2018 due to illegal refrigerant imports
valued at €55 million.
Losses to the Lithuanian and Greek
exchequers have been estimated at €5
million and €20 million respectively.
Looking ahead, the industry fears
that the next quota reduction, planned
in January 2021, will reduce the legal
trade in F-gases even further, giving an
additional boost to the black market.
To mitigate that risk, the EFCTC has
demanded greater checks along
the entire supply chain as well as
reinforced customs controls.
Meanwhile, some EU member
states have taken the matter into their
own hands. “Germany is drafting
legislation to empower authorities
not only to check the legitimacy of the
imported merchandise but to track the
whole supply chain,” said Vink.
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F-gas manufacturers
brace for tougher
EU climate goals
B y R a q u e l G u e r r a | E U R A C T I V. c o m

Workers assemble air conditioners at a factory of Gree Electric Appliances in Wuhan in central
China’s Hubei province 18 April 2013. Hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), an F-gas widely used in
refrigeration and air-conditioning, are gradually being restricted across Europe as part of an EU
crackdown on the planet-warming refrigerant. [EPA/SHEPHERD ZHOU]

T

he fluorinated gases industry is
gearing up for a transformation
as tighter supply restrictions
are due to be implemented in the
coming months and an upcoming EU
legislative review next year is expected
to push the EU market even further
towards greener alternatives.
Hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs), an
F-gas widely used in refrigeration and
air-conditioning, are gradually being
restricted across Europe as part of an
EU crackdown on the planet-warming

refrigerant, which has a global
warming potential up to 23,000 times
greater than carbon dioxide.

manufacturers to incentivise the use
of gases with a lower global warming
potential.

And despite hiccups in the
implementation of the current rules,
manufacturers are already bracing
for their next challenge – aligning
production with the EU’s upcoming
revised climate targets for 2030.

Quota allocations have shifted
from 183.1 million tonnes of carbon
dioxide equivalent (Mt CO2e) in 2015
to 100.3 Mt CO2e in 2019, according
to the European Environment Agency
(EEA).

An EU-wide phase-down of HFCs
was introduced in 2015, imposing
annual
production
quotas
on

According to the EEA, the current
legislation is a success because HFCs
placed on the market were “1% below

Continued on Page 9
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the 2018 overall market limit”.
Indeed, the supply of F-gases and
their carbon footprint have both
gradually decreased, matching the
quota timeline. The total volume of
supply in in 2018 was 14% lower than
in 2017 with a GWP that was 30%
lower, the EEA said.
However, calculations are solely
based on company reporting and
does not take the illegal trade in
F-gases into account, which causes
inconsistencies between observed
emissions and national inventories.
“As much as 16.3 million tonnes
of CO2e of bulk HFCs were illegally
placed on the market in 2018,” or
16% above the 2018 quota, according
to according to the Environmental
Investigation Agency (EIA), an
international NGO which produced a
report on the matter last year.
Those inconsistencies in national
inventories could be fixed by
atmospheric observations, according
to the EU’s Copernicus satellite
programme. “Emissions of the
hydrofluorocarbon gas 125 estimated
by inverse modelling and in-situ
measurements are larger than those
reported to UNFCCC by Germany and
Ireland,” it said in a report.

BEYOND ADAPTATION
Despite worries about illegal
trade, the European Commission
marches on with its planned F-gas
quota reduction and is planning
further restrictions as part of a
broader F-gas legislative review
planned for the end of next year.

The industry says it is willing
to transform, but is asking for
regulatory predictability to ensure
their investments in Europe are
preserved.
“Heating and cooling can make a
major contribution to achieving the
energy transition, for example with
the electrification of heating via heat
pumps, and by providing flexibility to
the grid with demand side flexibility,
thermal storage and other solutions,”
said Andrea Voigt, director general of
the European Partnership for Energy
and the Environment (EPEE), an
industry group.
From 1st January 2020, the use
of all virgin HFCs, with a GWP above
2,500 and pre-charged equipment
over 40 tonnes of CO2e, shall be
prohibited. The quota exempts
recovered gases until 1st January
2030.
The current legislation promotes
reclaimed
gases.
Thus,
the
reprocessing of F-gases to match the
equivalent performance of a virgin
substance is not subject to quota
limits.
“Recycling of HFCs will be driven
by economic incentives,” said
Honeywell’s director Tim Vink. “With
illegally imported HFCs flooding the
EU market, there is little incentive to
recycle and reuse HFCs,” he added.
Illegally traded HFCs are mostly
sent back to the source country, but
ahead of the revision the European
Commission envisages they could
be confiscated and destroyed at the
expense of the importer, or auctioned
to a bidder that ensures compliance

with quotas.

AIMING FOR CLIMATE
NEUTRALITY
Meanwhile,
environmental
groups are raising the pressure on
policymakers to accelerate the phaseout of F-gases.
“A ban of F-gases altogether
would be a very easy win against
climate change” and contribute to
the EU’s effort of reaching climate
neutrality by 2050, says Rita Tedesco,
programme manager at ECOS, a
green NGO.
But views differ on the feasibility
of phasing out F-gases entirely. The
industry, in particular, dismisses
such a scenario.
“It is not possible from a safety,
energy efficiency, affordability and
reliability perspective to ban F-gases
and there is no need to do so, as they
are successfully addressed under
the F-Gas Regulation with expected
emission reductions of around 65%
by 2030,” Voigt said.
The European Commission, for
its part, considers that it may “not yet
feasible to fully avoid F-gas emissions
by 2050,” an EU official told
EURACTIV. In such an event, F-gases
should be avoided in new equipment
and products while preventing
emissions throughout their lifetime,
the official said.
NGOs also urged policymakers
to consider immediate bans for
new switchgear containing sulphur
hexafluoride (SF6), the most potent
greenhouse gas on earth, which
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the Commission considers can be
avoided in certain types of electrical
switchgear.

GREEN ALTERNATIVES
The industry has already started
shifting towards greener alternatives
but has expressed concerns over
safety. Alternatives such as propane,
other hydrocarbons, CO2, air or water
still have a limited uptake, mostly in
HFC blends, it says.
With the transition, “it has become
increasingly important for installers
and service technicians to be able
to safely handle flammable, highpressure and toxic refrigerants,” Voigt
said.
Tedesco said that new technologies
“are commercially available” and
“have been developed to address the
different thermodynamic and safety
aspects of these low-GWP options
compared to F-gases”.
In
this
respect,
Tedesco
regretted the absence of references
to refrigerants in the European
Commission’s latest draft of the
new Ecodesign Regulation on air
conditioners.

The forthcoming revision of the
Ecodesign and Energy Labelling
regulations in 2021 “are essential to
complement the F-gas Regulation
as well as to provide a clear market
signal” in support of cleaner
alternatives, Tedesco said.
Ahead of the legal redrafting,
Sameer Bharadwaj, president of
Koura, a manufacturer of HFCs, said
that “the EU should stop the hypocrisy
about applying its climate ambition
to F-gases when alternatives have
serious safety issues”.
“Let’s work together
something real,” he said.

to

do
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Busoi MEP: ‘A total ban on HFCs
would not be realistic’
B y R a q u e l G u e r r a | E U R A C T I V. c o m

Investments in green alternatives to F-gases are being undermined by the
growing black market in refrigerants, says Cristian Bușoi. [© European
Union 2020 - Source : EP]

A

s long as greener alternatives
to hydrofluorocarbon (HFC)
refrigerants are not available
at a competitive price, they should not
be banned, says Cristian Bușoi.

Cristian Bușoi is a Romanian
MEP from the centre-right European
People’s Party (EPP) who chairs the
European Parliament’s committee on
industry, research and energy (ITRE).
He answered in writing to questions

from EURACTIV’s Raquel Guerra.
The European Commission is about to
revise the F-gas regulation. What, in
your view, are the specifics that this
law should contain that could reshape
the future of F-gases in Europe? What
are the areas where improvements are
necessary in your view?
Firstly, and this is very important,
it is essential to understand how

well the F-gas regulation is working
and whether or not it is resulting
in reducing emissions of HFCs and
driving the replacement of highglobal warming potential HFCs with
lower GWP alternatives.
One issue that needs further study
is the reports that we are seeing about
illegal trade in HFCs. Secondly, the
current F-Gas Regulation needs to be
aligned with the Montreal Protocol:
Continued on Page 12
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currently the last phase-down of
HFCs in the EU’s F-gas Regulation is
scheduled for 2030, while it is 2036 in
the Montreal Protocol.

development and availability of lowerGWP alternatives for high GWP HFCs as
well as the enforcement of the current
legislation.

On my first point, the key issue here
is around the implementation and
enforcement of the current regulation.
There are several elements that I can
see to improve this.

As long as the current rules are
not being enforced efficiently the
development and uptake of alternatives
will be delayed.

First, the review should bring the
abuse of the T1 transit procedure to
an end; too many HFC shipments
supposedly transiting through the
EU are illegally staying in Europe. By
fixing this, member-state authorities,
especially customs, will have more
effective tools to fight illegal trade.
Second, the review should look at
the issue of non-refillable cylinders,
which were banned in 2006 but are still
sold illegally and are a prime conduit
for illegal HFCs. We still see countries
where rules on illegal trade are too soft,
border controls are not sufficiently
strict, and penalties are not preventing
illegal traders from doing their job.
The 2015 F-gas regulation limits the
amount of the most important F-gases
that can be sold in the EU, gradually
phasing them down by 37% currently,
55% in January 2021, and 79% in 2030.
What happens after 2030 as there
is no later date in the F-regulation?
Civil organisations are in favour of
accelerating this timeline even further.
What is your position on this?
The value chain has made major
investments to meet the phasedown schedule in the current
regulation. What happens after 2030
is yet unknown and is contingent
upon different factors such as the

The industry and some civil society
organisations have pointed out that the
lack of enforcement of the current legal
framework is a major drawback which
gives room to illicit trade of F-gases
entering the EU via neighbouring
countries. What can be done in this
regard? What do you think is the role
of Parliament regarding the review that
the European Commission is preparing?
I
have
seen
the
reports:
investigations have indicated that
large volumes come in through the
EU’s neighbouring countries, such as
Albania, Belarus, Turkey and Ukraine.
Research has shown that there was
a 40% increase in HFC exports from
China to EU neighbouring countries
between 2016 and 2018, accelerating
steeply in 2018 at the same time that the
EU quota was tightened. This is a major
concern and action must be taken to
control and stop illegal imports from
those countries entering the EU.
The ITRE Committee that I chair
is committed to end this illicit trade. I
believe that the revision of the T1 transit
procedure, as part of the revision of the
F-gas Regulation, will make controls
easier. In particular, the European
Parliament, as legislator, could make
it mandatory for consignees of T1 to
register in the HFC registry or a F-gases
specific registry.

Do you intend to introduce specific
amendments to answer the industry’s
demands for stricter enforcement of
EU regulations? Is there any room
for harmonised sanctions or border
controls?
Illegal trade affects companies of
all sizes all over Europe, which are not
aware of the provenance of the product
they have purchased. Just as illegal
trade is both a European and global
issue, it is also a member-state issue.
Member states need specific tools to
address and defeat smuggling at their
borders. For instance, I believe the
review of the F-gas regulation could
lead to better enforcement through
better monitoring, making it easier for
authorities to report on illegal products
entering the EU market.
More coherence is needed in terms
of national policies among member
states, as rules on enforcement and
penalties are softer in certain countries
and stronger in others. Fines are key in
this fight and need to be increased all
over the EU to be more effective and
discourage smugglers.
I also believe that involving
customs authorities is fundamental.
The increasing seizures of illegal
HFCs in the past months is a clear
demonstration of their importance as
the front line in fighting this illegal
trade.
But they require more effective
weapons to be successful in this fight.
For example, the coordination between
customs and VAT authorities could be
greatly enhanced and improved. Above
all the rapid application of the Single
Cutoms window to HFCs will allow

Continued on Page 13
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customs to have real-time control over
products entering EU markets.
The European Commission is expected
to introduce higher energy efficiency
standards across various sectors next
year, with the forthcoming revision of
the Ecodesign directive. What, in your
view, should the F-gas sector keep in
mind?
F-gases are very energy efficient
in their applications and often
improve the energy efficiency of the
equipment in which they are used.
They are primarily used in closedloop systems where they do not enter
the environment under normal use
conditions.
Developing
equally
efficient
alternatives to high-GWP HFCs is of
paramount importance if we want to
meet new and higher energy efficiency
standards. But investments in new
technologies are being undermined
by the black market, cutting into
potential investment in this area. In
my view progress is currently slowed
by the lack of enforcement of the F-gas
regulation.
How could the industry be encouraged
to invest in developing next-generation
refrigerants such as HFOs?
Developing alternatives to highGWP HFCs is essential to achieve
EU climate goals. The challenge
lies in finding the right, lower GWP
refrigerant for each application.
The EU is currently transitioning
towards a number of different
alternatives including newer HFCs
with lower GWP, as well as the
next generation of refrigerants,
hydrofluoroolefins (HFOs). Supporting
companies to adopt lower GWP

alternatives is key, to the future success
of the F-gas Regulation but this must
be supported by improvements in its
enforcement.
During a plenary vote in October, the
European Parliament backed an EU
target of 60% greenhouse gas reduction
by 2030, paving the way for reaching
net-zero emissions by 2050. Do F-gases
get any room in a zero-carbon scenario?
Some NGOs are asking to ban them all
together.
Although
I
welcome
the
Commission’s climate ambitions, I also
believe that a total ban of HFCs would
not be realistic.
We must balance the benefits that
they bring against the problems: for
instance, they help to preserve harvest
quality of fresh produce, they are used
in medical inhalers, and in insulating
foams, they help to keep buildings
energy efficient. Using the right F-gas
in the designed system improves
energy efficiency and hence assists in
reducing emissions.
F-gas use is equipment-specific and
HFCs are a broad group of substances.
An alternative that works well in one
application does not necessarily have
the same effect in another.
Of course, it is essential to
transition
towards
lower-GWP
solutions, in closed loop systems and
with adequate disposal structures, to
reach this level of climate ambition.
Recovery and re-cycling is vital and in
line with the Parliament’s ambitions of
the Circular Economy.
However, as long as alternatives
that provide the same benefits and
are cost-effective are not available,
HFCs should not be banned. This is

why a thorough review of the current
technologies,
involving
industry
and all stakeholders, as well as a full
impact assessment of any proposals
for the revision of the F-gas Regulation
are essential.
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Join the pledge to help stop the
biggest black market
you’ve never heard of
By Felix Flohr | EFCTC

Storage of butane gas cylinders. ©EFCTC

I

llegal HFC refrigerants are
being smuggled into Europe by
organised crime outfits outside
of the quotas defined in the F-gas
regulation. The gases are widely
circulated, readily available online
and difficult to detect within the
F-gas supply chain, meaning that
buyers could be supporting illegal
smuggling directly, or indirectly via
a contractor. The pervasive market is
affecting all areas of the value chain;

car garages, corner shops, hotels and
many other industries all over Europe
could be using these illegal HFCs.
By Felix Flohr Sales and Marketing
Manager and Regulatory Specialist
Refrigerants, Daikin Chemical Europe,
member of the European Fluorocarbons
Technical Committee (EFCTC)
A new database created by Oxera
Consulting LLP earlier this year has

helped to shine a light on the extent
of this illegal trade. Firstly, Oxera data
analysed by EFCTC revealed a gap of
19 million CO2eqT in 2018 between
the reported exports from China to
the EU and the official EU reports
on imports from China. Oxera also
identified a spectacular increase in
the export volumes from China to EU
neighbouring countries that occurred
around the same time that EU HFC
quotas were tightened. Normal
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market growth does not justify this
increase. Based on this information,
EFCTC has calculated that another
15m tonnes CO2e are most likely
destined for illegal transportation into
the EU market. That’s a total of up to
an additional 34m tonnes of CO2e
imported illegally into the EU every
year.
Let’s put that in context for a
second. That’s the equivalent of all
1.2m inhabitants of Brussels each
taking one transatlantic flight every
day for a month, or the emissions from
adding 25m new cars to our roads in a
year – more than all the cars currently
on the road in Spain. If the GWP of
illegal HFCs were a country, it would
be the EU’s 20th largest in terms of CO₂
impact.
Let me be clear: this is not a
victimless crime. Illegitimate products
flooding the EU market are supporting
and funding organised crime and the
activity of criminal gangs involved
in the likes of human trafficking,
guns and drugs dealing. It threatens
the livelihoods of many SMEs across
the supply chain, already struggling
in the current pandemic-induced
economic crisis. Many are potentially
distributing and using illegallyimported products, and that means
that those SMEs that are playing by
the rules are suffering huge losses
because they are being undercut by the
illegal trade. It also means that hardhit national exchequers are losing
millions in uncollected and muchneeded VAT. It also means that lost
revenues from the legitimate trade are
depleting R&D budgets, hampering
the industry’s ability to accelerate
the development of next-generation
refrigerant solutions.
And it undermines the EU’s climate
goals and hinders the uptake of more
climate-friendly technologies. As the

EU embarks on its ambitious journey
towards a sustainable economy with
the European Green Deal, it must
not overlook proper enforcement of
existing environmental legislation.
The need for strong enforcement
of EU environmental legislation
is stressed in the new Chemical
Sustainability Strategy, but it also
needs to be implemented on the
ground. It’s no understatement to say
that if we don’t tackle this illegal trade
comprehensively and completely now,
the black market will harm the EU’s
objective to be climate neutral by 2050.
Weak enforcement allows this
problem to proliferate. There are
big differences in member states’
enforcement efforts. Punishments
for being caught are typically small.
Under-resourced customs officers are
struggling to tackle the problem at
their borders, which is compounded
by retroactive reporting of legitimate
products under quota which prevents
customs officials from having realtime information on suppliers.
But it’s not just down to the
authorities; everyone has a role to
play. From production to its end
use in construction, hospitality or
automotive sectors, an HFC canister
changes hands many times. A
survey by international NGO The
Environmental Investigation Agency
(EIA) found that 83% of all workers
in the refrigerants value chain know
about the illegal trade of HFCs and
72% have been offered disposable
cylinders despite these being banned
in Europe since 2007.
So it’s clear to me that, while
the successful eradication of the
black market depends on strong
enforcement and action on the part
of the authorities across the EU, it
equally depends on the vigilance and
cooperation of everyone involved in
the value chain. The black market in
refrigerants can only be eradicated if
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everyone in the value chain takes their
responsibility seriously and joins in
the fight.
We can help stop this by saying no
to illegal HFCs. The only way to end
the trade of illegal HFCs is by working
together to break the chain of illegal
trade one link at a time. This is why I
call on everyone in the value chain to
show their support by signing up to
our pledge to #SayNoToIllegalHFCs!
With this pledge, everyone can
play their part to detect and report
illegal products when they purchase,
service or sell HFCs. Pledgers receive
detailed information about what they
can do, as well as a suite of digital
assets to show their customers and
partners they have joined the fight.
Pledgers can sign up as individuals
or as companies, and more than 166
organisations and individuals have
already signed up. Join your peers and
sign our pledge to show that you are
also committed.
Pledging is just the beginning. If
you are involved in the HFC value chain,
there are many things that you can do
to help. Everyone can do their part to
help end the illegal trade. We have
developed www.stopillegalcooling.eu
to show you how you can make your
contribution to eradicating the black
market for HFCs.
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