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In response to the latest in a series of crises in the energy sector – this time concerning natural gas supplies - governing politicians in Bulgaria have begun to introduce long-forgotten military-style terminology in bid to present themselves and their actions as “saving the nation”.  In this context, we have witnessed yet another populist knee-jerk reaction in the calls to re-open Block 3 of the Kozlodui Nuclear Plant, which was decommissioned in accordance with the pre-accession agreement between Bulgaria and the EU. 
The substitution of natural gas energy with electricity is not a working solution. At the moment only 10% of the electric energy in the country is produced from natural gas. The biggest losses arising from the gas supply failure will be suffered by the industrial sector. For a plant or production company to change the energy supply for its installations from gas to electricity, considerable investments will be needed to purchase the new equipment. The assembly approval procedure and then has to be conducted, which is a very long process. A company forced to do so would also have to change the electrical wiring and the operating staff, to suffer financial losses and to invest time in the whole procedure.  Taking all things into consideration, the easiest solution for manufacturers appears to be a switch to fuel oil as an alternative.  Converting to fuel oil also takes some time: about four days. Compared to other fuels, especially natural gas, fuel oil is much more carbon-intensive: the production of 1000 MJ of energy by installations using natural gas emits 55 tonnes of CO2, as compared with 75 tonnes for the same amount of energy from a fuel oil installation.

However, the problem is much more serious. Due to a lack of any thorough long-term energy strategy for Bulgaria in the last 20 years, the government is caught unprepared every time the price of fuels increases and in the event of every artificially provoked energy crisis.  A long-term energy strategy should provide solutions ensuring the country’s independence from large-scale projects for new nuclear and fossil fuel power  plants and should abandon the unrealistic goal of turning the country into the “energy centre” of the Balkans.  Any far-sighted strategy would avoid making Bulgaria fully dependent on petrol, gas and nuclear fuel supplies from Russia, which is seen in the EU as an unreliable supplier of fuels due to the fact that the contracts were signed in haste, in detriment to the population and the environment and bringing clear economic disadvantages and financial losses to Bulgaria: (the Burgas-Alexandropolis gaspipeline, the Belene Nuclear plant, the South Stream gas pipeline).

There is an urgent need for a far-sighted energy policy in compliance with EU directives.  This policy should be based on greenhouse gas reduction measures and conform to the local resources, emphasising energy efficiency and stimulating energy production from renewable sources: solar, biomass, wind and geo-thermal energy. Bulgaria is still the least energy-efficient country in the EU.

Throughout the transition period, the governments of Bulgaria have consciously and consistently ignored European requirements for the development of energy efficiency and renewable energy sources. The use of small local and easily accessible sources of renewable energy would prevent large monopolies from continually and uncontrollably increasing energy prices.  It would also help to reduce corruption and the use of energy supplies for exerting political and economic pressure.  

The draft Energy Strategy for the period until 2020 proposed by the Ministry of the Economy and Energy, which is expected to be adopted in March 2009, makes almost no mention of measures to increase energy efficiency, the proportion of renewable sources and the diversification of supplies which at present are covered very poorly.  Instead, the Ministry proposes investments in huge energy projects such as the Belene Nuclear Plant and the Burgas-Alexandrupolis and South Stream gas pipelines. The implementation of such projects will nearly increase Bulgaria's dependence on energy imported from primary sources.  Currently, over 70% of energy resources in Bulgaria are imported.

In conclusion, we call for the recommendations for the speedy improvement of energy efficiency and stimulation of investments in renewable energy sources to be taken into account in the adoption of the new Energy Strategy for Bulgaria for the period until 2020.  The strategy must also include measures to discontinue public funding of outdated, high-pollution technologies in contravention of domestic and European law. Only in such way will Bulgaria increase its energy independence and protect its citizens from the unpredictable actions of unreliable suppliers and unscrupulous monopoly interests.
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