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Germany – Climate change hero or hypocrite? 
By Jonathan Moss 

When Angela Merkel was first elected in 2005, few suspected two things: (1) That she would still be 
in power 13 years later, and (2) that she would globally become known as the ‘Climate Chancellor’. 
Yet in the past two decades many argue that Germany has become an environmental powerhouse, 
boosting renewable energy generation, and leading the fight against anthropogenic climate change. 

Historic fuel mix 

Historically, Germany’s energy mix – like most other countries – was carbon intense. Furthermore, the 
accompanying ‘low emission’ nuclear power was never the most popular source of energy. The fear 
surrounding nuclear energy was spurred on by the Chernobyl disaster of 1986, which represented a 
turning point that gave birth to a big anti-nuclear sentiment across Germany1. This movement grew 
to such a level that the Social Democratic Party (SPD) government in 2000 decided to phase out 
nuclear energy. After initially opposing and delaying the end of nuclear power, Angela Merkel made 
one of the biggest U-turns in modern German politics after the Fukushima disaster in 2011 and 
pledged to wean the country off the energy source by 2022. This was seen as revolutionary and hugely 
popular amongst voters.2 This spurred on the energy transition referred to as ‘Energiewende’ and 
represented a time where the Climate Chancellor could stand tall. 

In the years following this historic announcement, levels of renewable energy capacity significantly 
increased year on year and have led to Germany being placed in the top three for both installed wind3 
and solar capacity4. Records are regularly broken with some days seeing 90% of electricity coming 
from renewable sources whilst 2017 overall saw 38% of all power coming from wind, solar, 
geothermal, and biomass5. Despite other countries occasionally gripping the headlines after 100% of 
their energy was renewable sourced, the levels achieved by Germany, for an economy of its size, are 
truly significant. 

However, despite the rapid increases in instalment of renewable energy, the additional 
decommissioning of nuclear power plants has put a strain on Germany’s energy system. Has this dual 
pressure truly made Germany the Climate Change hero the world needs?  

 

Coal – A stain on Germany’s energy system 

Germany has always been a large consumer of coal. Especially lignite – commonly referred to as 
‘Brown Coal’ – has been a sizeable resource since the beginning of the first industrial revolution. Even 
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today the large coal mines in the former GDR ensure that Germany remains one of the largest 
producers and consumers of coal and lignite in the world6. These high rates of coal consumption 
hinder Germany in significantly reducing its emissions. Simultaneously, the dual pressure of only 
supplying 38% of the energy from renewable sources as well as the decommissioning of all nuclear 
power plants in the coming four years, is slowing the decarbonisation process of the entire energy 
mix. Therefore, despite significant increases in renewable energy (RE) capacity, there is a well-founded 
worry that Germany’s ‘addiction’ to coal will not cease in coming decades, potentially offsetting the 
emissions savings from RE and hindering global efforts to tackle climate change. 

 

Current policy shift 

Soon after the re-election of Angela Merkel’s CDU in 2017 it became clear that the party had not 
reached a majority, and it relied on other political parties to form a government. The initially planned 
‘Jamaica coalition’ between the CDU, the Liberals (FDP) and the Green Party failed and eyes turned to 
the old partner, the SPD. 

Despite the SPD being a staunch supporter of many climate change policies in the past, it came as a 
big surprise when the ‘grand coalition’ of CDU and SPD announced they would scrap the 2020 climate 
goals. These goals are the first hurdle in the long-term ‘Energiewende’ objective of reducing emissions 
by 80-95% by 2050 (relative to 1990 levels) to support the world’s aim of decarbonising the global 
economy and limiting average surface temperature increase to ‘well below 2°C’7. The 2020 goals set 
out to reduce emissions by 40% compared to 1990 levels, yet so far levels have only reduced by 28%, 
this requires Germany to significantly increase efforts to tackle the gap8. Instead, the grand coalition 
decided to completely scrap the 2020 goals as they no longer see them as achievable. 

This announcement sent shock waves around the world. Not only is Germany one of the largest 
economies and a significant emitter of greenhouse gases, but it has often been hailed as a leader in 
the struggle against climate change. The ‘Climate Chancellor’ herself had been especially vocal and 
had, as recently as 2017, publicly criticised the departure of the USA from the Paris agreement. 
Furthermore, this policy change brings into question how other countries will react. If Germany is able 
to rescind its targets, can other major economies do the same – and how would this impact global 
emissions? Moreover, how will developing countries react as they are required to limit emissions while 
simultaneously facing other priorities of tackling poverty, investing in infrastructure, and improving 
the economy? Having seen one of the strongest economies in the world, and one of the few major 
countries currently running an annual budget surplus, renege on its promises instead of increasing 
investment, does this not send a conflicting and confusing signal? 
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In the newly formed government the radical change has even led to some major changes as the energy 
secretary Rainer Baake – known as ‘Mr. Energiewende’ – has quit in protest of the lack of drive to 
tackle 2020 goals referring to the policy change as a “bitter disappointment”9.  

 

Future 

How will other countries react? It may be an opportunity for another climate leader to step forward 
and guide the way. However, Germany’s policy moves could undermine global efforts and send a 
signal suggesting that climate goals are flexible and not a priority.  

Nevertheless, Germany’s goals for 2030 and beyond still stand and there is hope that the impressive 
strides the country made will continue so that long-term goals are met. There are a number of 
untapped opportunities for Germany which could help the country leap forward in its emission 
reduction goals. Firstly, the offshore wind industry provides large potential in the North Sea and this 
has only been tapped in very recent years. There are a number of large-scale projects being planned 
which could help Germany wean off carbon intensive sources of energy. Secondly, the local car 
industry is a huge potential. Many of the world’s largest car manufacturers are based in the country 
and could make huge strides in developing low emission vehicles, yet currently this market is led by 
international brands such as Tesla, Nissan, and Chevrolet10. However, the financially stable and 
powerful German car giants could be a huge player in this market, helping the country – as well as all 
nations across the globe – decarbonise the transport sector. Unfortunately, the lobbying power of 
these car companies has hindered political action so far and the government has seldom acted 
strongly against the powerful industry giants11. Lastly, another crucial yet important next step is to set 
an end date for coal. While the government has repeatedly claimed that they would wean off coal 
over time and ‘before 2050’, a specific date was never set. This is an incredibly difficult goal for 
Germany due to the simultaneous pressure of renewable expansion, decommissioning of nuclear 
energy, and the requirement for a dependable energy grid. Nevertheless, following the UK’s example, 
a hard date needs to be set to boldly state that the time of carbon intense fuel sources has come to 
an end. 

While Germany was widely hailed as a climate change hero for a number of years, recent political 
events have put this title into question. It will take significant action in the fossil fuel, transport, and 
renewable energy industries over the coming decades to regain this title and to prove that Germany 
has not become a climate change hypocrite.  
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Disclaimer 

The Schumacher Institute makes every effort to ensure the accuracy of all the information (the 
“Content”) contained in this publication. However, we make no representations or warranties 
whatsoever as to the accuracy, completeness, or suitability for any purpose of the Content.  

The Content comes from sources that the author(s) believe to be reliable and accurate. However, it has 
not been independently verified and no representation or warranty, express or implied, is made as to 
the accuracy or completeness of any information obtained from third parties. Providing third party 
links is for the reader’s convenience and does not imply endorsement of those sites. Readers are 
cautioned not to place undue reliance on statements of opinion about future events. The Schumacher 
Institute undertakes no obligation to publicly revise or update any statements, whether as a result of 
new information, future events or otherwise. 

Legal notice 

The Schumacher Institute, or its agents, shall not be liable for any losses, actions, claims, proceedings, 
demands, costs, expenses, damages, and other liabilities whatsoever or howsoever caused arising 
directly or indirectly in connection with, in relation to or arising out of the use of this Content.  
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