Tales from EDF

By Evens Salies’

The challenge facing policy-making on the reduction of
greenhouse gas emissions is not just environmental. It is also
necessary to stimulate innovation, a factor in economic

growth. Measures to improve energy efficiency [1] demand high
levels of investment to transform the electricity network into
a smart grid. To this end, EU Member States have until 2020
to replace the meters of at least 80% of their customers in
the residential and commercial sectors with “smarter” meters.
In France, these two sectors account for 99% of the sites
connected to the low-voltage grid (< 36 kVA), or about 43% of
electricity consumption and nearly 25% of greenhouse gas
emissions (without taking into account emissions from the
production of the electrical power that supplies these sites).

These new meters have features which, as has been shown by
research, lead to lower energy consumption. The remote reading
at 10 minute intervals of data on consumption, which 1is
transmitted in real time to a remote display (a computer
screen, etc.), immediately shows the savings in electricity,
which, with two surveys per year, was previously impossible.
High-frequency remote reading also makes it possible to expand
the range of vendor contracts to include rates that are better
suited to customers’ actual consumption profiles. The “pilot”
flying the transmission network can better optimize the
balance between demand and a supply system that has fragmented
due to the growing number of small independent producers. For
distributors [2], remote reading solves the problem of gaining
access to meters [3].

These features are supposed to create the conditions for the
emergence of a market for demand-side management (DSM) that 1is
complementary to the supply market. This market would give
non-traditional suppliers an opportunity to differentiate
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themselves further by offering services that are tailored to
the needs of the DSM customer [4]. This could lead to
significant gains in innovation if other companies that
specialize in information and communication technology also
develop software applications that are adapted to the use of
the smart meters. However, in France, the policy on the roll-
out of smart meters does not seem to be facilitating greater
competition. Innovation could stop at the meter due to a
decision by the French Regulatory Commission (CRE) which
states that:

“The features of advanced metering systems must strictly meet
the missions of the electricity [distributors] .. Thus the
additional features requested by some stakeholders
[essentially suppliers] which are subject to competition
(basically remote displays) are not accepted.”

A reading of this paragraph would seem to indicate that the
suppliers are not willing to bear the cost of developing these
features. However, according to Article 4 of this decision,
which specifies the list of features for distributors, none of
them seems to have been left exclusively to the competitive
sector. In practice, households with a computer can check
their consumption data without going through their provider or
a third party.

It is worth considering the costs and benefits of such an
approach, which a priori would seem to amount to the
monopolization of the DSM market by the distributors.

This approach will make it possible to quickly reach the goal
of 80%, since the CRE has opted for a public DSM service: the
distributors, who have public service obligations, will roll
out the smart meters. The “Linky” meter alone, from the
dominant electricity distributor, the ERDF, will be installed
on 35 million low-voltage sites, covering 95% of the national
distribution network [5]. There 1is thus little risk of under-
investment in the demand-response capacity that electricity
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suppliers will soon have. In fact, as the suppliers do not
have to bear the costs of the manufacture and deployment of
the meters, they can quickly invest in the development of
these capabilities. In addition, the equalization of
subcontracting costs for the manufacturing of the meters and
their installation throughout the French distribution network
will make for considerable economies of scale. Finally, the
low rate of penetration of meters in countries that have opted
for a decentralized approach (the cost of the meter and
services are then borne partly by the households concerned)
argues in favour of the French model. This model is more
practical since it removes most of the barriers to adoption.

Despite this, the degree of concentration in the business of
the distribution and supply of electricity to households
raises questions: ERDF is affiliated with EDF and has a
virtual monopoly on the supply of electricity to households.
In terms of innovations in DSM services, it would seem that
EDF has little reason to go beyond its subsidiary’s Linky
project — first, because of the costs already incurred by the
Group (at least five billion euros), and second, because the
quality of the default basic information mechanism in Linky
will be sufficient to lead to a cost for migrating to DSM
services offered by competitors. [6] Alternative suppliers
will of course be able to introduce innovative tariffs. But so
will EDF. One way to overcome this problem would be to set up
a Linky platform so that other companies’ applications could
interact with its operating system. With the agreement of the
household and possibly a charge for access to the data, the
business would of course be regulated, but entry would be
free. This would stimulate innovation in DSM services, but
would not increase competition since these companies would not
be electricity suppliers. Would the consumer have a lot to
lose? This would obviously depend on the amount of the
reduction in their bills. Given that the price of electricity
is likely to rise by 30% by 2017 (including inflation), we are
worried that consumers’ efforts to optimize their consumption
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will not be rewarded. The net gain in the medium term could be
negative.

Finally, we can ask ourselves whether with Linky the EDF group
is not trying to reinforce its position as the dominant
company in the supply of electricity, a position that has
grown weaker since the introduction of competition. With DSM
service installed by default on 95% of the country’s low-
voltage sites, Linky will become an element in the network
infrastructure that all DSM service providers will have to
use. From the point of view of the rules on competition, one
must then ask whether ERDF and its partners have properly
communicated information about the Linky operating system,
without any favouritism being shown to the EDF Group and 1its
subsidiaries (Edelia, NetSeenergy). The story tellers would
like to tell us a beautiful tale about encouraging innovation
in energy and the digital economy in order to deal with the
ecological transition. Knowing that the current CEO of the
company in charge of the architecture of the Linky information
system, Atos, was Minister of the Economy and Finance just
prior to the launch of the Linky project in 2007, there seems
to be room for doubt ...

[1] “Energy efficiency improvement” and “energy savings” are
used interchangeably in this post. For precise definitions,
see Article 2 of Directive 2012/27/EU of the European
Parliament and of the Council.

[2] The distributors manage low and medium-voltage lines. ERDF
has the largest network. The networks and meters are licensed
equipment, which are the property of the local public
authorities.

[3] This would nevertheless involve, for example for ERDF, the
elimination of 5000 jobs (compared with 5900 retirements, see
Senate Report no. 667, 2012, Vol. II, p. 294).
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[4] In accordance with the NOME law of 2010, suppliers and
other operators must be able to make ad hoc reductions in the
consumption of electricity for certain customers (temporarily
cut the supply to an electric boiler, etc.), which 1is called
demand-response load-shedding.

[5] In areas where the ERDF 1is not a supplier, other
experiments exist, such as that of the distributor SRD in
Vienna, which has installed its smart meter, i-Ouate, on
130,000 sites.

[6] See the document by the DGEC, 2013, the Working group on
smart electricity meters (GTCEC) — Coordination document,
February [in French].

The author would like to thank C. Blot, K. Chakir, S.
Levasseur, L. Nesta, F. Saraceno, and especially 0. Brie, M.-
K. Codognet and M. Deschamps. The opinions expressed in this
post are those of the author alone.

Cyprus: Aphrodite to the
rescue?

By Céline Antonin and Sandrine Levasseur

For two weeks Cyprus sent tremors through the European Union.
If the banking crisis that the island is going through has
attracted much attention, it is essentially for two reasons.
First, because the dithering over the rescue plan led to a
crisis of confidence in deposit insurance, and second, because
it was the first time that the European Union had allowed a
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bank to fail without coming to its aid. While the method of
resolving the Cyprus <crisis seems to represent an
institutional advance [1], insofar as investors have been
forced to face up to their responsibilities and citizens no
longer have to pay for the mistakes of the banks, the impact
of the purge of the island’s real economy will nevertheless be
massive. With its heavy dependence on the banking and
financial sector, Cyprus is likely to face a severe recession
and will have to reinvent a growth model in the years to come.
In this respect, the exploitation of natural gas resources
seems an interesting prospect that should not be ruled out in
the medium / long term.

To grasp what is at stake in Cyprus today, let us briefly
recall the facts. On 25 June 2012, Cyprus requested financial
assistance from the EU and the IMF, essentially in order to
bail out its two main banks (Laiki Bank and Bank of Cyprus),
whose losses are estimated at 4.5 billion euros due to their
high exposure to Greece. Cypriot banks were hit both by the
depreciation of the Greek assets they held on their balance
sheets and by the partial write-down of Greek debt wunder the
second bail-out plan (PSI Plan of March 2012 [2]). Cyprus
estimated that it needed 17 billion euros in total over four
years to prop up its economy and its banks, about one year of
the island’s GDP (17.9 billion euros in 2012). But its backers
were not ready to give it this much: the national debt, which
had already reached 71.1% of GDP in 2011, would become
unsustainable. The IMF and the euro zone thus came to an
agreement on a smaller loan, with a maximum amount of 10
billion euros (9 billion financed by the euro zone and 1
billion by the IMF) to recapitalize the Cypriot banks and
finance the island’s budget for three years. Cyprus was in
turn ordered to find the remaining 7 billion through various
reforms: privatizations, an increase in corporate tax from 10
to 12.5%, and a windfall tax on bank deposits.

Initially [3], Nicosia decided to introduce a one-off tax of
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6.75% on deposits of between 20,000 and 100,000 euros and 9.9%
on those above 100,000 euros, and a withholding tax on
interest on these deposits. Given the magnitude of the
resulting protest, the government revised its approach, and
the taxation of deposits gave way to a bankruptcy and
restructuring. The solution adopted concerned the country’s
two main banks, Laiki Bank and Bank of Cyprus. Lalki was
closed and split into two: first, a “good bank” that will take
over the insured deposits (less than 100,000 euros) and the
loans from the ECB to Laiki [4], but which will also take over
its assets and ultimately be absorbed by Bank of Cyprus; and
second, a “bad bank” that will accommodate the stocks, bonds,
unsecured deposits (above 100,000 euros), and which will be
used to pay off Laiki‘s debts [4], according to the order of
priority associated with bank liquidations (depositors being
paid first). In addition to absorbing the “good bank” hived
off of Laiki, Bank of Cyprus will freeze its unsecured
deposits, some of which will be converted into shares to be
used in its recapitalization. To prevent a flight of deposits,
temporary [5] capital controls were put in place.

This plan introduces a paradigm shift in the method of
resolving banking crises in the European Union. At the
beginning of the euro zone crisis, 1in particular in the
emblematic case of Ireland, the European Union considered that
creditors had to be spared in the event of losses, under the
logic of “too big to fail”, and it called on the European
taxpayer. But in 2012, even before the declaration of Jeroen
Dijsselbloem, Europe’s doctrine had already begun to bend [6].
Hence, on 6 June 2012, the European Commission proposed a
Directive on the reorganization and resolution of failing
credit institutions, which provided for <calling on
shareholders and bondholders to contribute. [7] However, the
rules on creditors are to apply only from 2018, after approval
of the text by the Council and the European Parliament. This
type of approach 1is now being tested experimentally in the
Cyprus crisis.
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Heavy consequences for the real economy
The situation of the country before 2008

In the period preceding the global economic crisis, the
Cypriot economy was thriving, and indeed in 2007 even 1in
danger of overheating. Over the period 2000-2006, its GDP grew
on average by 3.6% per year, with growth of 5.1% in 2007. The
unemployment rate was low (4.2% in 2007), with even some
labour shortage as a result of the emigration of Cypriot
nationals to other EU countries. The influx of foreign workers
into Cyprus helped to hold down wages. Consumer spending and,
to an even greater extent, business investment, which were
largely financed through credit, were particularly dynamic
starting in 2004, with growth rates that in 2007 reached,
respectively, 10.2% and 13.4%. Inflation was moderate, and in
this generally positive context, Cyprus qualified to adopt the
euro on 1 January 2008.

In this pre-crisis period, the Cypriot economy — a small, very
open economy — relied in the main on two sectors: tourism and
financial services.

The two key sectors of the Cypriot economy

Revenue from tourism (Table 1) has provided a relatively
stable financial windfall for the Cypriot economy. This (non-
cyclical) flow brings in approximately 2 billion euros
annually. [8] As a share of GDP, however, the weight of
tourism has decreased by half since 2000, to a level of less
than 11% in 2012. Likewise, the share of tourism in the export
of services fell sharply during the last decade: in 2012, it
accounted for 27% (against 45% in 2000). Over the last
15 years, the number of tourists has fluctuated somewhat
between 2.1 million (in 2009) and 2.7 million (2000), compared
with about 850,000 people who are residents of the island.

Financial services constitute the other pillar of the Cypriot
economy (Table 2). Two figures give a clear idea of 1its
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significance: bank assets accounted for more than 7.2 times
GDP in 2012 (with a maximum of 8.3 achieved in 2009), and the
stock of FDI in the sector “Finance & Insurance” is estimated
at more than 35% of GDP, i.e. more than 40% of all FDI
inflows.

Table 1. Weight of tourism in Cyprus

2000 2004 2009 2012
Tourlst revenue
In millions of € 20401 1 6784 1 493,2 1925
In % of GDP 20,5 13,3 8,9 10,8
By touwrist (In €) 759 715 697 781
In % of services exports 44 8 32,6 25,0 26,8
Tourists (10005 of people) 2 686 2349 214 2 455

Source: Central Bank of Cyprus and Watonal statistical office. Author's cabculations.

Table 2. Weight of the banking sector in Cyprus
2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012

Banking assets

In billions of € 92,9 118,1 1394 1350 131,6 1281

Relative to GDP 58 6,9 83 7.8 7.3 7.2
Stock of FDI In the Finance and Insurance sector

In billlons of € 6,4

In % of GDP i5,6

In % of total FDI 41,6

Source: Central Bank of Cyprus and Mational statistical office. Author's calculations.

As major sources of wealth for the Cypriot economy, these two
sectors have played an important role by, at least until 2007,
compensating (partially) the considerable deficit in the
balance of payments, which has risen continuously since the
early 1990s and fluctuated at around 30% of GDP since 2000
(Table 3). The “fuel” bill has been an increasing burden on
imports into Cyprus, mainly due to higher oil prices: the
energy bill has tripled over the last decade, rising from
461 million euros in 2000 to 1.4 billion in 2011. As a
percentage of GDP, the rise in energy costs has also been very
visible, as it has shot up from 5% of GDP in 2000 to 8% in
2011.

Reducing the size of the financial sector therefore raises the
question of a new growth model for the Cypriot economy, 1i.e.
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its “industrial conversion”.

Table 3. Extract from the balance of payments of Cyprus
In millions of € {unless stated otherwise)

2000 2004 2007 2008 2009 2010 2011

Balance of goods

Exports Total 1011 936 1083 1120 971 1137 1404
ofw “re-exports” 600 521 578 643 49 570 FI7¥

Imports Total 4104 4578 6353 7367 5692 6517 6311
ofw “fuels” 481 503 B95 1247 880 1157 1381

Exports - Imports  Total -3093 -3 641 -5 271 -6 176 -4 721 -5 381 -4 907
Total (%6 of GDP) =31 % -29% -33% -36% -28% -31 % -27 %

Balance of services

Exports Total 4 552 5147 6579 6538 5779 6049 6 262

Imports Total 1754, 40 2201 28471 2937 2416 2467 2676

Exports - Imports  Total 2797 2946 3739 3601 3363 3583 3586
Total (% of GDP) 289% 239% 24% 21% 20% 21 % 20%

Balance of goods and services

Exports - Imports Total -295 -696 -1 532 -2 575 -1 358 -1 798 -1 321
Total excl. “fuels” 165 -192 -637 -1 328 479 641 60
Total (% of GDP) 3% 6% -10% -15% -B% -10% 7%
Total excl. “fuels” (% of GDP) 2% 2% -4% B% -3% 4% 0%

Source: Office statistique national, Eurostat et bangue cemtrale de Chypre. Calculs des auteurs.

The temptation to exit the euro

The plan decided by the Troika undermines the island’s growth
model by penalizing the country’s hyper-financialization, and
condemns it to years of recession. To avoid a 1long
convalescence, the idea of [J[Jleaving the euro zone has taken
root, as it did in Greece. However, leaving the euro zone 1is
far from a panacea. Regaining monetary sovereignty undeniably
offers certain advantages, as 1is described by C. Antonin and
C. Blot in their note, Comparative study of TIreland and

Iceland: first, an internal devaluation (through lower wages)
would not be as effective as an external devaluation (through
exchange rates); second, fiscal consolidation is less costly
when it is accompanied by a favourable exchange rate policy.
Nevertheless, given the structure of the Cypriot economy, we
do not think that leaving the euro is desirable.

In fact, upon leaving the euro, the Central Bank of Cyprus
would issue a new currency. Assuming it remains convertible,
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this currency would depreciate vis-a-vis the euro. By way of
comparison, between July 2007 and December 2008 the Icelandic
krona lost 50% of its value vis-a-vis the euro. Such a
depreciation would have two consequences:

— One, an improvement in competitiveness (the real exchange
rate has appreciated by 10% since 2000), which would boost
exports and help reduce the deficit in the balance of trade in
goods and services (Table 1). Since the accession of Cyprus to
the European Union in 2004, this balance has deteriorated as a
result of several factors: first, the slowing of inflation
from 2004 related to pegging the exchange rate to the euro,
which encouraged the growth of real wages at a higher rate
than productivity gains; and second, the boom in bank lending,
with the substantial decline in risk premiums on loans as a
result of accession to the EU [9]. Consumption was boosted,
the competitiveness of the Cypriot economy deteriorated, and
imports increased. Would exiting the euro reverse this trend?
This is the argument of Paul Krugman, who supports Cyprus
leaving the euro zone by evoking a tourist boom and the
development of new export-oriented industries. However,
according to our calculations, a 50% depreciation in the real
exchange rate would result in an increase in the value of
exports of 500 million euros, including 150 million from
additional tourism revenue. [10] As for imports, they are
weakly substitutable, as they are composed of energy and
capital and consumer goods. Given the weakness of the
country’s industries, Cyprus will not be able to undertake a
major industrial restructuring in the short or medium term.
There are therefore limits to improvements in the trade
balance. Furthermore, inflation would increase, including
through imported inflation, which would lead to a fall in
consumer purchasing power and mitigate any competitiveness
gains.

— In addition, the devaluation would substantially increase
the burden of the outstanding debt, but also of private debt
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denominated in foreign currency. Net foreign debt in Cyprus 1is
low, at 41% of GDP in 2012. In contrast, public debt reached
70% of GDP, or 12.8 billion euros. 99.7% of the public debt is
denominated in euros or in a currency that is part of the
European Exchange Rate Mechanism (and thus pegged to the
euro), and 53% of this debt is held by non-residents. In
addition, the deficit was 6.3% of GDP. If Cyprus no longer had
the euro, it would without doubt default on part of its public
debt, which would temporarily deprive the country of access to
foreign capital, and thus require the kind of violent fiscal
consolidation that Argentina went through in 2001.

The exploitation of natural gas resources

The crisis in Cyprus raises the question of the natural gas
discoveries in the south of the island in the early 2000s.
According to the US Geological Survey, the Levant Basin
located between Cyprus and Israel could contain 3,400 billion
cu.m of gas resources. By way of comparison, the entire EU has
2,400 billion cu.m (mainly in the North Sea).

Cyprus thus has a priori a major natural gas bonanza, even if
all of the deposits are not located in its Exclusive Economic
Zone (EEZ). At present, only one out of the twelve parcels of
land belonging to the Cypriot EEZ has been subject to
exploratory drilling, and in December 2011 a deposit of
224 billion cu.m of natural gas was discovered. According to
the Government of Cyprus, the value of this field, called

Aphrodite, is estimated at 100 billion euros'''’. The
exploration of the other eleven parcels belonging to the
Cypriot EEZ could prove successful (or even very successful)
in terms of natural gas resources. As the licenses for the
exploration of these eleven parcels are in the process of
being awarded by the Cypriot authorities, the EU could have
used the (sad) occasion of the rescue package to secure a
portion of the aid granted to Cyprus on its gas potential. Why
did the EU not seize on such an occasion?
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For the EU, the discovery of the natural gas reserves is good
news, in the sense that the exploitation of these deposits
will help it to achieve the energy diversification that it
values so highly. However, several problems have arisen,
problems that darken the prospects for exploiting the gas
fields in the very near future. First of all, the discovery of
gas reserves in the Levant basin has revived tensions with
Turkey, which occupies the northern part of the island of
Cyprus and which believes it has rights to the exploitation of
the fields. The growing number of Turkish military manoeuvres
reflects an effort to impose its presence in the areas being
surveyed and could lead to an escalation of violence in the
region, especially since the Greek-Cypriot authorities (the
southern part) have been working with Israel to defend the gas
fields. [12] Second, even assuming that the Greek-Turkish
dispute is resolved, the exploitation of the gas will require
heavy investment in infrastructure, in particular the
construction of an LNG tanker whose cost is estimated at 10
billion euros. Finally, there will be no immediate return on
the investment, as it will take at least eight years to put in
place the necessary infrastructure. In these conditions, it is
understandable why the EU did not take the opportunity to
secure some of the aid to Cyprus against these gas resources:
exploitation is still too uncertain and, in any case, the
horizon is too distant (given the immediacy required for a
response to the crisis).

Furthermore, the EU would likely wind up in an awkward
situation vis-a-vis several countries. If the EU supports
Cyprus in the gas dispute, this comes down to supporting
Israel, at the very time that the EU is holding negotiations
on Turkey’s membership and is trying to build good relations
in the region, including with the regimes that have emerged
from the “Arab Spring”. In addition, two pipeline projects are
already in competition: the South Stream project, linking
Russia to Western Europe by 2015, and Nabucco, connecting
Iran, via Turkey, to Western Europe by 2017. A new gas
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pipeline connecting the Cypriot fields to the European
continent would further reduce Russia’s bargaining power, by
shifting the centre of gravity of natural gas southwards. This
would promote greater dispersion and intensify geopolitical
divisions in Europe, between a Northern Europe (including
Germany) supplied by Russia and a Southern Europe dependent
on the Middle East and Turkey.

Conclusion

If in the immediacy of the crisis the EU has made the right
choice (that of the “bad” and “good” bank), the question 1is
posed in the medium / long term of a new growth model for the
Cypriot economy. Given the comparative advantages of Cyprus,
the exploitation of natural gas seems to offer the only
serious solution for the economy’s conversion. However, for
this strategy to be achievable, the EU will have to take a
clear position in favour of Cyprus in the Greek-Turkish
dispute.

Not only would the exploitation of the gas bring Cyprus energy
self-sufficiency, it would also constitute a major source of
revenue for the island. Energy costs would cease being a
burden on the balance of payments (Table 1). This 1is
especially important, because, even though tourism (another
pillar of the economy) has provided a stable (non-cyclical)
source of income since 2000, it is not immune to geopolitical
events in the region or to new competition over tourist
destinations, in particular from the “Arab Spring” countries.

Consider this simple calculation. Suppose Cyprus manages to
maintain its tourism revenues at the level of 2 billion euros
(an assumption that, despite the caveats outlined above, 1is
nevertheless realistic); in the absence of industrial
restructuring, if the share of the banking sector in the
economy is halved (as desired by the Troika and common sense),
then Cypriot GDP would return to its 2003 level, or slightly
less than 12 billion euros. And GDP per capita would fall by



about a third...

Industrial reconversion is thus important for the Cypriot
economy, just as for other economies in crisis... except that
Cyprus has Aphrodite.

[1] See Henri Sterdyniak and Anne-Laure Delatte, "Cyprus: a
well-conceived plan, a country in ruins..”., OFCE blog, March
2013.

[2] See Céline Antonin, Would returning to the drachma be an
overwhelming tragedy?, OFCE Note no. 20, 19 June 2012.

[3] For more on the dithering on the rescue plan, see Jérome
Creel, “The Cypri-hot case!”, OFCE blog, March 2013.

[4] These loans, granted via Emergency Liquidity Assistance
(ELA), amount to 9 billion euros.

[5] Article 63 of the Treaty of the European Union prohibits
restrictions on the movement of capital, but Article 64b
authorizes Member states to take control measures for reasons
of public order or public safety.

[6] “If the bank can’t recapitalize itself, then we’ll talk to
the shareholders and the bondholders. We’ll ask them to
contribute in recapitalizing the bank. And if necessary the
uninsured deposit holders”, statement by Jeroen Dijsselbloem,
25 March 2013, to the Financial Times.

[7]
http://www.revue-banque.fr/risques-reglementations/breve/les-c
reanciers-des-banques-mis-contribution

[8] The tourist revenue of Cyprus depends in the main on
tourists from Britain (43% in 2011), Russia (14%), Germany and
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Greece (6.5 % each).

[9] On the factors worsening the current accounts, see
Natixis, Retour sur 1la crise chypriote, novembre 2012.

[10] Estimation made using the elasticities calculated by the
IME.

[11] Not far from Aphrodite, 700 billion cu.m of deposits were
discovered in the Israeli EEZ, proof that the region 1is rich
in natural gas.

[12] The tensions between Cyprus (southern part) and Israel
were resolved (peacefully) by the signing of a treaty 1in
December 2010 defining their respective exclusive economic
zones (EEZ). The two entities also plan to cooperate in the
construction of common infrastructures to exploit the gas. See
the analysis of Angélique Palle on the geopolitical
consequences of the discovery of these natural gas resources
in the Levant basin.

Valuing energy savings fairly

By Evens Salies [1]

Following the first meeting of the Commission mixte paritaire
(a joint commission of the two houses of the French
Parliament) on the proposed legislation to “make the
transition to a sound energy system”, it is important to
examine the reasons that led the Senate to adopt a motion on
30 October 2012 to dismiss this bill. This rejection is based
on errors of judgment that reflect the difficulty of defining
a residential energy pricing that is efficient and fair in
light of the government’s objectives to control energy demand.
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It also seems appropriate to seek clarification of whether the
proportional pricing in force needs to be corrected in order
to reward energy savings.

The opposition of the parliamentarians focuses on the
following point: the bonus-malus system breaches the principle
of equal treatment of citizens regarding access to energy.[2]
This argument 1is reminiscent of the annulment by the
Constitutional Council in 2009 of the carbon tax.[3] It is
nevertheless surprising, since the principle of equal
treatment is not fully respected by the current system of
tariffs. In practice, each household pays two local taxes on
their final consumption of electricity. However, the taxes
differ from one town or department to another, for reasons
that are difficult to explain. The Senators also criticized
the progressivity of the bonus-malus system that is to be
superposed on the current rates, treating it as a hidden tax.
There seems to be little grounds for this criticism in that
the social tariffs already introduce some progressivity.[4]

The innovative element of the bill concerns the compatibility
between the proportional pricing in force and the valuation of
energy savings. Between households of similar composition who
are subscribers at the same rate, there is already a reduction
for the household that controls its usage. But 1is this
reduction sufficient to compensate for the effort? In other
words, should we consider that a kilowatt-hour of savings that
costs an effort has the same economic value, in absolute
terms, as a kilowatt-hour that is simply consumed? Everything
depends on whether the savings in question is considered a
gain or a loss. For households in the latter situation, the
savings is seen as a cost. So the savings is not made, which
is why the bonus-malus system would be effective. The others
do not need an added incentive.

The bonus-malus system does not simply offer a discount
(bonus) that is to be funded by the overages. [5] It also aims
to inform individual households about their behaviour, 1i.e.
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whether it 1is virtuous or not, which 1s consistent with
several recent observations in the literature: a household
does not base its energy consumption on tiny marginal
pricings, which are counted in centimes per kilowatt / hour
and which people understand only imperfectly. Changes in the
amount of the energy bill and announcements of price
fluctuations play a greater role. Bonuses and penalties thus
matter less as absolute values than as signals sent to
households by their relative values on the invoice.

The superposition of the bonus-malus system on the rates in
effect will of course initially simply amplify the gaps in
spending between users. But the bonus that would apply on the
bill of households whose behaviour benefits everyone 1is no
less legitimate than the discounts enjoyed by households who
changed suppliers once the retail energy markets were opened
to competition.

Unfortunately, the rejection of the Brottes bill has ended any
educational discussion about the relationship between energy
efficiency and residential energy pricing. The lack of
enthusiasm for the topic in the public debate is easy to
perceive from reading the recent, voluminous report of the
Commission of Inquiry on the actual cost of electricity. This
i1s not so surprising in a sector where innovation 1is
encouraged more on the supply side. The effacement diffus
scheme is the latest example.[6] But without innovation in the
structure of energy tariffs too, will France be able to
achieve its goal of reducing energy consumption?

[1] The author would like to thank Marcel Boiteux, Marc-Kévin
Codognet, Jérome Creel, Gilles Le Garrec, Marcelo Saguan and
Karine Chakir. The opinions expressed in this note are the
responsibility of the author alone.

[2] This principle is ensured by tariff equalization: the
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schedule of tariffs 1is the same regardless of the place of
residence.

[3] On the grounds that this tax violates the equality of
taxpayers with respect to the public tax burden.

[4] Crampes, C., Lozachmeur, J.-M., 10 Sept 2012, “Les tarifs
progressifs de 1’électricité, une solution inefficace”, Le
Monde .

[5] In the case where the sum of the penalties is not enough
to cover the bonuses, the State will finance the deficit. And
even in the absence of a deficit, as the distribution of
virtuous consumers 1is not necessarily the same from one
provider to another, an equalization of the bonus-malus
balances should be applied so that everyone ends up with a
zero balance.

[6] This consists of interrupting the power to a radiator or
boiler for 10 or 15 minutes.
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