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With its Solar Energy Strategy adopted on 18 May, 
the European Commission intends to massively 
scale up the deployment of solar energy across 
the EU and put an end to Europe’s dependence 
on fossil fuels.

Solar thermal already supplies over 10 million 
households and hundreds of industries in Europe. 
But future growth will also depend on regulation, 
including the establishment of a level playing field 
against fossil-based heating technologies, the in-
dustry argues.



Renewable heating ‘has not yet realised its potential’, 
EU official says

Spanish MEP: Solar thermal needs to ‘at least triple’ 
by 2030

A defining moment for Europe and the European 
solar sector
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The European Commission 
aims to scale up renewables in 
heating and cooling as a way 

to phase out Russian gas, although 
industry sources say there is still 
much to do to ensure a level playing 
field with dominant fossil-fuel heating 
technologies.

In its €300 billion ‘RePowerEU’ 
plan to wean itself off Russian gas, 
the European Commission seeks 
to encourage the deployment of 
renewable energies in heating and 

cooling, with plans to accelerate 
the deployment of large-scale 
heat pumps, geothermal and solar 
thermal energy.

The move is part of a wider 
EU push to increase the share of 
renewable energy, said a senior EU 
official who spoke on 20 June at a 
conference organised by Solar Heat 
Europe, an industry association.

Heating has until now been largely 
neglected in the EU’s renewable 

energy legislation. But this is now 
changing because of the Ukraine 
war, which is forcing Europeans to 
consider alternatives to Russian gas.

In its REPowerEU plan presented 
on 18 May, the Commission proposes 
to increase the EU’s renewable 
energy target to 45% of Europe’s 
energy mix by 2030 and to at least 
“triple” solar thermal capacity.

“If you want to meet a higher 
renewable energy target, you will 

Heating has until now been largely neglected in the EU’s renewable energy legislation. But this is now changing 
because of the Ukraine war, which is forcing Europeans to consider alternatives to Russian gas. [Jimmy Yan / 

Shutterstock]

Renewable heating ‘has not yet realised 
its potential’, EU official says

By Anna Gumbau  | euract iv .com 
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need to deploy renewables in 
heating and cooling. And it’s very, 
very clear that this is a sector that 
has not yet realised its potential,” 
said Lukasz Kolinski, head of 
unit at the Commission’s energy 
department.

“That’s why we are further 
strengthening the framework 
here,” Kolinski said, adding that the 
renewable heating sector is “in pole 
position and one of the winners in 
the current situation.”

In addition to the RePowerEU 
initiative, the EU’s executive 
presented in May an EU Solar 
Rooftop Strategy that introduces 
an obligation for public and 
commercial buildings to install 
solar panels from 2026 and for 
residential buildings from 2029.

In turn, the review of the Energy 
Performance of Buildings Directive 
(EPBD) released in December 
aims for zero-emission buildings 
in which renewable energies help 
cover heating and cooling needs. 
The Commission also wants to 
phase out fossil fuel boilers by 
2029.

Lack of political vision

As heating makes up 
almost 40% of the EU’s total 
gas consumption, renewable 

alternatives have gained 
considerable prominence since 
Russia invaded Ukraine.

“If we compare it to wind power, 
or to PV, we have the potential 
of quickly solving a large part of 
the energy puzzle,” said Joakim 
Bystrom, CEO at Absolicon, a solar 
heating company based in Sweden.

However, solar heating industry 
representatives say that this is not 
enough to create a level playing 
field against fossil fuels like gas or 
other alternatives like electrification 
and hydrogen.

“We very much support the 
investment that has been made 
in renewables and in other solar 
technologies, like solar PV, and 
efforts to have a renaissance of the 
PV industry in Europe,” said Pedro 
Dias, secretary general at Solar 
Heat Europe, who spoke at the 
same conference.

“But we also want to highlight 
the fact that we already have a 
leading solar thermal industry in 
Europe,” he added.

Solar thermal energy currently 
supplies around 10 million 
households across Europe. Its total 
capacity could increase to as much 
as 500 GW by 2035, and 2,000 GW 
by 2050, Solar Heat Europe said in 

a roadmap released last month.

However, solar and other 
renewable heating and cooling 
sources still lack a level playing 
field with fossil fuel boilers which 
continue benefitting from public 
subsidies.

“We need to move from an 
internal market for gas to an 
internal market for heat, so that we 
generally give renewable heating 
the same priority as in electricity,” 
said Sanjeev Kumar from the 
European Geothermal Energy 
Council.

“The lack of political visibility is 
one of the key things that’s holding 
back investments in renewable 
heating and cooling,” he added.

Similarly, representatives of 
the district heating industry feel 
that the European Commission 
has placed a stronger emphasis 
in individual renewable heating 
systems rather than collective 
solutions. “We lack the urgency 
and the money to invest in those 
systems,” said Aurelie Beauvais, 
managing director of EuroHeat 
& Power who spoke at the same 
conference.
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One of the lawmakers steering 
the revision of the EU’s 
renewable energy directive 

in the European Parliament has 
called on the European Union to “at 
least triple” or even quadruple the 
production of clean energy from solar 
thermal by the end of the decade.

Nicolás González Casares is a 
Spanish MEP from the Socialists and 
Democrats (S&D) group in the European 
Parliament. He is shadow rapporteur for 
the revised Renewable Energy Directive.

He spoke to EURACTIV ahead of the 
30th anniversary of Solar Heat Europe, 

which will be celebrated on 20 June 
2022.

You are shadow rapporteur for the 
Socialists and Democrats (S&D) on 
the Renewable Energy Directive in 
the European Parliament. What will 
be the priorities of your group for 

“The integration of solar thermal with heat pumps is a win-win solution,” according to Nicolás González 
Casares. [© European Union 2021 - Source : EP]

Spanish MEP:  
Solar thermal needs to  
‘at least triple’ by 2030

By Frédéric S imon | euract iv .com 

I N T E R V I E W

http://solarheateurope.eu/30-years-of-european-action/
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this reform?

We are in a crisis because of 
the war in Ukraine, and energy 
has been used as a weapon by 
Russia. I think that this situation 
has underscored how vulnerable 
we are, and how dependent we are 
on fossil fuels from third countries, 
in this case from Russia.

We know that we have to speed 
up decarbonisation, not only 
to address the ongoing climate 
emergency but also because of the 
energy security reasons.

So, I think the European 
Commission’s REPowerEU proposal 
goes in the right direction. This is 
in line with the Parliament’s call 
for more ambition on renewable 
energies, with a new 45% target 
and also more energy efficiency.

We support this 45% target by 
2030. But we believe it has to be 
met with real renewable energy 
only. For us, there is no place for 
low-carbon technologies in this 
directive. This is a very important 
point: we need to maintain the 
consistency of this proposal, which 
means only truly sustainable, 
renewable energy can be part of 
this directive.

The review also includes 
speeding up the administrative 
permits for renewable energy, also 
taking into account problems with 
public acceptance. But of course, 
we have to speed up wind and 
solar energy, and the Commission’s 
Solar Rooftop Initiative is also 
working in this direction.

Regarding the low-carbon 
energies that you mentioned: this 
is a reference to low-carbon fuels 
and hydrogen which are included 
in the renewables directive, I 

suppose?

Yes. For me, it’s not acceptable 
to include low-carbon technologies, 
because this is a renewable 
energy directive. And low-carbon 
technologies are not renewable.

 Where do you think these low-
carbon technologies should be 
addressed, then?

Low-carbon technologies 
should be in the gas package. And 
in the Renewable Energy Directive, 
we should only to mention green 
hydrogen made from renewable 
electricity.

Do you think there is consensus 
on this among the political groups 
in Parliament?

Some proposals put forward by 
Markus Pieper, the rapporteur for 
the European People’s Party (EPP), 
have received wide backing, like 
the increase of the target from 40 
to 45%. And this is a strong point 
for him.

But the EPP is also trying to 
incorporate these low-carbon 
technologies into this directive. 
And that has encountered a lot of 
opposition, for example from my 
group, the Socialists & Democrats 
(S&D).

Renew has also adopted the 
same line as us, as well as the 
Greens and of course, the Left. 
So, we have a majority against 
the inclusion of low-carbon 
technologies in this text, which for 
me is one of the most controversial 
points.

I don’t want to say in the middle 
of an ongoing negotiation process 
that this is a red line, but it is.

You mentioned that there is a 
strong consensus in Parliament 
to increase the EU’s renewable 
energy target from 40 to 45% by 
2030. What differentiates the S&D 
from the EPP and groups? Do you 
have other requests to put on the 
table?

The real problem is not the 
target, we can agree on this target. 
Where we disagree is on the ways 
to achieve it. Using low-carbon 
technologies is not the way to do it. 
For me, it is important to maintain 
consistency as I mentioned before.

The EPP proposal now is to 
establish a 45% target. But we say 
this must be absolutely renewable. 
I don’t think this is a big difference, 
I believe we can finally reach an 
agreement because otherwise, 
the EPP will be in trouble. It would 
be very difficult for them to open 
the door for these low-carbon 
technologies idea.

What about the use of renewables 
in the heating sector? With 
the war in Ukraine, there is an 
emergency now to decarbonise 
heating, which relies heavily on 
gas. Do you think the Renewable 
Energy Directive has to be 
changed to take this into account?

About heating and cooling in 
the building sector, the first thing 
is to increase efficiency. Because 
we can electrify this sector with 
renewables, but right now it is 
going to be very difficult to do this 
in one, two or three years.

So we have to think first about 
energy efficiency, how to save 
energy. But of course, heating and 
cooling currently account for half 
of the EU’s energy consumption, so 
we have to promote the increase 
of renewables in this sector.

https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/IP_22_3131
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The proposal to modify the 
Renewable Energy Directive 
established improvements to align 
the heating and cooling objective 
with the EU’s objective of reducing 
emissions by 55% by 2030. For 
example, there is a new article to 
increase the share of renewables in 
the industrial sector. Heat accounts 
for 70% of energy demand from 
industry and we need new measures 
to integrate renewables in the 
residential sector as well.

In this discussion, I think there 
is room for improvement to adapt 
the objectives to the new situation. 
We need measures for example 
to reduce emissions in sectors like 
steelmaking which require high 
temperatures and are difficult to 
abate.

And we have to differentiate these 
from measures in industries with low 
or medium temperature processes, 
where there is a greater variety of 
possibilities for decarbonisation. And 
in other cases, we can use solar heat.

There is room for improvement 
in the heating and cooling sector 
when it comes to renewables. And 
of course, for me, the solar rooftop 
obligation for public and commercial 
buildings by 2026, and for residential 
buildings by 2029, is also an 
opportunity for citizens to actively 
participate in the management of 
energy and also protect themselves 
from price fluctuations.

As part of REPowerEU, the 
Commission put forward a Solar 
Rooftop Initiative with this 
obligation to install solar panels for 
public and commercial buildings 
as well as for residential buildings. 
I understand you support the 
Commission’s proposal, but do you 
believe it can be improved?

I support the Commission’s 
proposal but I want to know if we can 
improve it. We need an assessment, 
we are calling for more information 
when it comes to this debate as part 
of the co-decision process.

If we find some room to improve 
this proposal, we will, because I 
think that exceptional times require 
exceptional measures. like the 
commissioner has said.

We need, for example, to relocate 
windfall profits to improve the 
deployment of solar energy. So, I fully 
support this proposal but we have 
some room to improve it.

The Commission recommends 
making solar rooftop mandatory 
for new public and commercial 
buildings as of 2026 and as of 
2029 for new, private residential 
buildings. Is this a reasonable 
timeline in your view? Or do you 
think it can be done even faster?

This is very difficult to answer. 
We could aim to move the deadline 
earlier by one year – in 2025 for 
commercial buildings, and 2028 for 
residential buildings for example.

But the problem then is about the 
supply. This is one of my concerns. 
Because if we are going to do this 
transition, if we invest our money in 
Chinese solar panels, this a problem 
for Europe because we also want to 
promote our strategic autonomy. 
And in this case, it is not a great 
example of strategic autonomy.

So we have to keep this balance 
in mind: how to achieve these 
objectives of renewable and solar 
rooftops in Europe but, at the 
same time, making it possible also 
with European technology. I think 
that we need a debate among all 
stakeholders involved if it is possible 
to produce a certain rate of solar 

panels also in Europe.

Because if we buy all our solar 
panels from China, it might be good 
for a big deployment of renewable 
electricity but a bad strategy for our 
industry.

The Commission actually proposed 
launching a Solar Industry Alliance 
as well, as part of its REPowerEU 
proposal in May. What do you think 
the Solar Alliance should focus on?

I think it is an opportunity. 
And it is our duty as lawmakers to 
support this initiative and how to 
speed up the possibility of European 
production of solar panels.

We need more industry because 
we cannot only be buyers. And we 
also have to prepare workers with 
newer skills when it comes to these 
new installations because we are 
going to need a lot of labour force.

I believe we can make one step 
forward when it comes to this 
industry. Because we have lots of 
expertise and industrial capabilities 
in the wind sector, but we lack a 
proper industrial sector for solar. 
So we have to build this industrial 
sector, we have to put money on 
that.

I don’t have anything against 
Chinese partners, but I think that 
we should invest also in European 
technologies.

There is a proposal, again part of 
REPowerEU, to integrate renewable 
sources of energy like geothermal, 
but also solar thermal in district 
heating systems for example. Do 
you think this is a good idea and 
how do you think this could be 
achieved or encouraged?

I think that the EU’s solar industry 
alliance should aim to expand the 
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domestic production of solar power, 
and also integrate solar thermal. If 
we can at least triple, or make it four 
times by 2030, I think this would be 
the right direction for solar thermal. 
And the same goes for geothermal.

So tripling or quadrupling 
geothermal and solar thermal by 
2030?

Yes, I think this would go in the 
right direction.

Do you think this should be added 
as a sub-target in the renewable 
energy directive?

We don’t have a solar heat 
objective in the proposal, only a 
reference.

I think the integration of solar 
thermal with heat pumps is a win-win 
solution with geothermal and so on. 
So, I think there are possibilities to do 
that and improve these technologies. 
Because we have a lot of European 
technologies and production in 
Europe. And it is a good opportunity 
to do that.

So you think solar thermal and 
geothermal should be added as a 
sub-target to the Renewable Energy 
Directive?

I’m not sure we will have room to 
have this sub-target. But we already 
propose measures and tools to 
improve the promotion of these 
technologies.

We will bring this into the 
negotiation process. Because for us, 
I was working also in the EU energy 
system integration in the Parliament. 
And this was one of the highlights, 
how to better integrate all of these 
new technologies in an efficient way.

This is not only about installing 
individual heat pumps or solar panels 
on buildings, it’s also about district 
heating. It is important to have this in 
mind as well.



Solar Heat For Industrial Process (SHIP) 
[TVP Solar]

Europe is currently facing two 
major crises: climate change 
and energy security. To address 

these crises, there is one crucial 
element that should be considered: 
Heat. Why? Because heat is half of 
the energy we consume in Europe!

Costas Travasaros is the President of 
Solar Heat Europe.

This means that none of these 
crises can be solved unless heat 
decarbonisation is prioritised and 
tackled as a strategic imperative in 
the EU.

The heat sector is the sleeping 
giant of the energy debate. Some 
have tried to wake it up with some 
electric shocks, though it is not 
enough. We must also warm this 
giant up with renewable heat 
solutions.

In other words, the 
decarbonisation of heating and 
cooling needs to be based on 
two main vectors simultaneously: 
renewable electricity and renewable 
heat.

We are witnessing strong efforts 
to promote the electrification of heat. 

A clear word of caution is needed 
here: Electrification of heat does not 
necessarily mean decarbonisation of 
heat! According to Eurostat, in 2020, 
less than 40% of the electricity supply 
in Europe was renewable.

The efforts to electrify heating 
and cooling must be in line with 
the promotion of renewable power 
generation and not be used to 
increase power demand in an 
unsustainable manner that would 
serve to lock-in power generation.

 the essential piece for the 
decarbonisation of heat is renewable 

A defining moment for Europe and the 
European solar sector

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

DISCLAIMER: All opinions in this column reflect the views of the author(s), not of EURACTIV Media network.

By Costas Travasaros | Solar Heat Europe
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heat. In 2020, renewable heating 
and cooling supply represented only 
23% of the total demand for heating 
& cooling in Europe. Nevertheless, 
it totalled 104.590 ktoe while 
renewable electricity totalled only 
89.082 ktoe, according to Eurostat 
(SHARES).

This simple fact is usually 
forgotten in energy debates across 
the EU, especially in Brussels. One 
might argue that the reason why 
this is happening it’s because there 
is not a common European market 
for heating and cooling, meaning 
that the European Commission (and 
national authorities) do not have 
the regulatory role, the means, the 
expertise, and the tools to address 
heat as they do for electricity or gas. 
Yet, this factor cannot justify the lack 
of action.

In fact, the Renewable Energy 
Directive already includes an 
indicative target for the increase of 
the percentage of renewable heat, 
even though it is an unambitious 
one. But it was a clear signal and a 
crucial step forward. Furthermore, in 
its proposal to revise the Directive, 
the European Commission proposed 
that this target becomes mandatory. 
Still, we see that some groups 
in the European Parliament and 
Member States are trying to keep it 
indicative and even to water it down, 
jeopardising the ultimate goal of this 
target.

More recently, the European 
Commission has also included 
some measures related to heat in 
its REPowerEU plan. One initiative 
relates to the promotion of heat 
pumps, including the combination 
of these with geothermal and solar 
thermal.

The other important proposal 
is the Solar Rooftop Initiative. While 
many interpreted this measure to 
be exclusive for solar photovoltaics, 

it is in fact addressing both solar 
technologies, i.e. solar PV and solar 
thermal. This can be an important 
game-changer for the decentralised 
supply of solar power and/or solar 
heat to our buildings.

Solar thermal energy already 
supplies over 10 million households 
and hundreds of industries in 
Europe. The use of solar heat can be 
quickly ramped up with emergency 
measures, proportionate to the level 
of the crises that we are facing.

With strong measures, the solar 
thermal sector can reach 140 GWth 
of installed capacity by 2030. This 
is even higher than the tripling 
(equivalent to 114 GWth), referred in 
the EU Solar Energy Strategy. 

This deployment is possible with 
a strong increase in demand and 
supply, both attainable!

Regarding the demand side, 
the solar thermal sector (as the 
renewable heat sector in general) 
has not benefited from political, 
regulatory, and financial support 
over the last decade in the same 
proportion as renewable power 
technologies have.

Strong measures promoting 
renewable heat deployment can 
have a strong impact on the market, 
provided that these are combined 
with flanking measures addressing 
important barriers, such as workforce 
qualification and permitting.

Regarding the supply side, it 
must be highlighted that over 90% 
of the solar thermal systems used 
in buildings, industry, and district 
heating systems across the continent 
are made in Europe. For instance, 
Greece exports 70% of its solar 
thermal production.

It must also be noted that the 
CO2 emissions from the production 

of the solar collectors are limited, 
ranging from 6 to 20 grams per kWh, 
lower than any other renewable 
energy source. In addition, over 90% 
of the solar thermal collectors can be 
recycled using normal channels and 
do not require any critical minerals, 
such as rare-earth metals.

And one last important aspect: 
each solar thermal system already 
incorporates energy storage. This 
offers flexibility to consumers and 
to the energy system. For instance, 
large thermal energy storage 
integrated into district heating 
systems is up to 200 times cheaper 
than batteries and can provide 
seasonal storage.

The previous examples of 
initiatives from the European 
Commission are only the tip of the 
iceberg. More, much more can be 
done at the European and national 
levels in the implementation of 
these and other measures. In 
this regard, the EU Solar Energy 
Strategy provides another essential 
message: “through support policies 
and regulations that provide a level 
playing field for all solar technologies 
and do not favour one against the 
other, national and local authorities 
can promote the most efficient 
solution for each situation.”

This is easier said than done! 
But if we are really committed to 
addressing the climate and energy 
security crises, we need to unleash 
the potential of EU-made and 
sustainable solutions such as solar 
heat! And we need to do it urgently, 
to reduce our dependency on 
imported fossil fuels and to remain 
within our carbon budget. We might 
need other solutions for the hard-to-
abate sectors, but we cannot allow 
our focus for 2050 distracts us from 
doing much more by 2030.

The renewable heat giant is slowly 
waking up. Let us all poke it!
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