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EMISSIONS TRADING AND

ENERGY POLICY –
WORLDWIDE TRENDS AND

CURRENT PROBLEMS

NIKLAS LÜDER BARRE*,

MARC GRONWALD** AND

JANA LIPPELT**

The reduction in global greenhouse gas emissions,
and especially CO2 emissions, required to fight cli -
ma te change has been a top priority on the political
agenda for some time. The introduction of a global
emissions trading system is still considered to be the
most effective way of reducing global CO2 emissions.
Such a system effectively limits the emission of CO2

and also ensures that the reduction of CO2 emissions
is cost-effective. Ultimately, it is also much easier to
implement politically than alternative measures like
the direct taxation of CO2 emissions. The most influ-
ential system of this type is currently the European
Emission Trading System (EU ETS), which accounts
for around 50 percent of CO2 emissions in Europe.

Since the power sector is the most important sector
in the EU ETS – a good 40 percent of emissions cov-
ered by this system come from this sector – climate
policy is also simultaneously energy policy. This
implies that any direction set in terms of climate pol-
icy has a significant influence over the fuel sources –
fossil, nuclear energy and renewable energy – used
to generate energy. On the other hand, however, it
also means that measures that taken with a view to
increasing supply security or the economic efficiency
of power generation are also to be constantly con-
sidered from a climate policy perspective.

There is certainly a long way to go on the road to a
worldwide emission trading system. It is encourag-

ing, however, to see that a growing number of coun-
tries and/or regions are introducing or contemplat-
ing the introduction of this type of system. At the
same time, it is nevertheless clear that there is still
room for improvement as far as the smooth func-
tioning of the EU ETS is concerned. This article
summarises worldwide trends and examines the cur-
rent problems with the EU ETS.

Figure 1 clearly illustrates that there are currently
several independent trading systems in Europe,
North America, New Zealand and Japan.1 These sys-
tems differ in terms of their size and design, but all
share the universal goal of reducing CO2 emissions.

The EU ETS is by far the biggest active emissions
trading system. It was founded in 2005 and covers
Iceland, Liechtenstein and Norway in addition to
the 27 EU states. In the USA efforts are currently
concentrated on a regional level with the Regional
Greenhouse Gas Initiative (RGGI), which took
effect as of 2009. RGGI is a union of eight states
from the North East of the USA, which have set
up a common emissions trading system. Other
regions that already have legally binding systems
in clude New Zealand (NZ ETS), Australia (NSW
Greenhouse Gas Reduction Scheme), Japan (Tokyo
and Suitama) and the UK (CRC Energy Efficiency
Scheme; covers organisations that are not part of the
EU ETS).

The introduction of further systems is either in the
pipeline or about to take place in various locations
across the world. The Western Climate Initiative
(WCI), which consists of California and four
Canadian provinces, is planning to introduce a trad-
ing system in 2013. An internal system is also soon to
be launched in California. Pilot projects will also be
set up next year in seven provinces of China, which
should be expanded to form a national system by
2016. National trading systems are planned for 2015
in both Australia and South Korea. Other countries
like Mexico and Brazil, for example, are also cur-

* Maastricht University.
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1 The authors would like to thank Peter Heindl for his assistance
with drafting this overview. Further information on this topic is also
available in CESifo-DICE-Database for Institutional Comparisons
in Europe.
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rently attempting to create the institutional and legal
framework conditions required to set up trading sys-
tems. At the end of August it was announced that the
EU ETS will link up to the Australian trading system
as of 2015.2 It has been specifically agreed that only
certificates from the EU ETS can be transferred to
Australia initially. As of 2018 this link should be com-
pleted and a transfer should be possible in both
directions.

Links between emission trading systems are funda-
mentally positive, since they make it possible to ex -
ploit the cheap CO2 emission reduction measures
that exist in the various regions of the world more
effectively, and thus to increase cost efficiency – see
for example Edenhofer, Flachsland and Marschinski
(2007). Moreover, in a recent investigation Grüll and
Taschini (2012) show that the systems to be linked
up must be sufficiently similar to enable full
exploitation of this potential. Constraints in this
respect could take the form of restrictions on the
number of certificates that can be transferred from

one system to another. This kind of constraint can be
introduced so that measures to  reduce CO2 emission
are not only implemented abroad, but that incen-
tives are also created to make similar efforts domes-
tically. A further constraint on complete price con-
vergence between two linked systems can be the
introduction of price floors and ceilings, which can
be introduced to reduce uncertainty regarding fluc-
tuations in certificate prices, for example.

Such links can only be seen as constructive in terms
of creating a worldwide emissions trading system. In
this respect the largest existing trading system at pre-
sent, namely the EU ETS, can be seen as a model.
This is precisely why the current condition of the sys-
tem gives cause for concern as it seems in a position
to lastingly erode confidence in emissions trading as
a policy instrument. The focus at the moment is on
the excessively low price of certificates, which has
been hovering for some time at around EUR seven
per ton CO2. In the past this price reached EUR 30
per ton. One of the main reasons cited for the drop
in prices is the current over-supply of certificates due
to the lasting economic and financial crisis, which has
led to a considerable decline in economic perfor-
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mance and thus of CO2 emissions. Another reason is
the announcements made by the European
Commission regarding its initiation of further mea-
sures to improve energy efficiency, and counter the
over-allocation of certificates in Eastern Europe.3

Today's low prices are generally considered as an
insufficient incentive for climate-friendly invest-
ments, and have therefore led to calls from many
quarters for corrective measures. These measures
specifically include plans by the European
Commission to withhold a share of certificates in the
forthcoming year in order to increase the current
price, and to bring these certificates back into the
market at a later point in time.4 However, this tem-
porary intervention is seen by some as inadequate
and there are calls for lasting changes like a boosting
of the EU's climate targets from 20 to 30 percent or
the permanent liquidation of a part of the excess cer-
tificates.5 It would also be theoretically conceivable
to introduce lower price limits for certificates,
although this is not yet under discussion at a policy
level.6 Moreover, these discussions seem to be taking
place without taking into consideration the funda-
mental long-term consequences of the various
options. In the end, it is imperative not to erode con-
fidence in emissions trading as an instrument – espe-
cially since this is a market created by policy.
However, interventions such as the introduction of a
lower price limit are also under critical discussion
from a scientific point of view. This kind of interven-
tion implies that the trading system can no longer be
described as a pure emissions trading system, but
must be understood as a hybrid system consisting of
a mix of emission trading and a tax on CO2 emis-
sions. According to Grüll und Taschini (2011) a price
floor would be easy to introduce in principle and
would lower investment uncertainty. The regulatory
authority is nevertheless faced with the difficult task
of deciding on the number of certificates that must
be removed from the market in order to ensure com-
pliance with the lower price limit. A further measure
for reducing pricing uncertainty often discussed in
literature on this topic is the introduction of price
ceilings, which, combined with a price floor, would

then form a price collar. For obvious reasons this is
currently not under political discussion, but it never-
theless remains worth mentioning since the environ-
mental goal will not necessarily be achieved by this
kind of system. These comments should illustrate
that there is a need to take action to lead European
emissions trading out of its current crisis on the one
hand, but that this calls for well-informed decision-
making. 

The problem of the present over-supply of certi -
ficates mentioned above could have potential re -
percussions on the discussion of the interaction
between emissions trading and other energy policy
instruments, like the promotion of renewable energy
with the help of feed-in tariffs, or the phase-out of
nu clear energy that Germany is aiming to achieve.
The Scientific Advisory Committee to the Federal
Ministry of Economics and Labour (BMWA 2004)
pointed out that, citing the example of the promo-
tion of renewable energy in Germany, the expansion
of renewable energy has no impact on CO2 emis-
sions in Europe, since the energy sector is subject to
emissions trading and emissions are established by
this system. This argument is often cited in the con-
text of the debate over the energy turnaround in
Germany and is currently taken up by RWI (2012).
In principle, this argument can also be applied to 
the phase-out of nuclear energy.

Moreover, the extent of the current over-supply of
certificates is considerable: for the period from
2008–2012 it is currently estimated at up to 1.5 bil-
lion certificates, which corresponds to around 75 per-
cent of the upper ceiling for emissions for 2013, see
DEHSt (2012) and KfW/ZEW (2012). Forecasts by
the Öko-Institut (2012) and estimates by market
experts (Fenwick 2012) suggest that this over-supply
is not set to fall by 2020. Should these forecasts prove
true, this would mean that the reduction in CO2

emissions through the EU ETS is not binding. In this
case, the interaction of emissions trading and other
energy policy measures would have to be reassessed.
Trends in the over-supply of certificates should
therefore be observed and taken into consideration
in the shaping of energy policy measures related to
the energy policy turnaround.
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3 For a detailed overview of the current situation in the EU ETS see
KfW/ZEW (2012), Öko-Institut (2012) or UBA (2012).
4 This measure is described as the "set-aside" of certificates, see
European Commission (2011).
5 See DEHSt (2012), Öko-Institut (2012) or UBA (2012). A sum-
mary of the viewpoints of emission trading analysts can be found in
Fenwick (2012).
6 The introduction of a unilateral lower price limit is currently
under discussion in the UK, while Australia has abandoned its
planned introduction of a lower price limit for the time being due
to its alliance with the EU ETS. 



53 CESifo DICE Report 4/2012

Research Reports

53

References

BMWA (2004), Zur Förderung erneuerbarer Energien, Gutachten
des Wissenschaftlichen Beirats beim Bundesministerium für
Wirtschaft und Arbeit, Dokumentation nr. 534, Berlin.

Climate Change Information New Zealand (2012), International
Examples of Emission Trading, http://www.climatechange.govt.nz/
emissions-trading-scheme/about/international-examples.html.

DEHSt (2012), “Emissionshandel in Deutschland: Ein Update aus
der Deutschen Emissionshandelsstelle vor dem Beginn der dritten
Handelsperiode“, presentation of Christoph Kühleis at the Berliner
Energietage, May, http://www.berliner-energietage.de/fileadmin/
user_upload/2012/Tagungsmaterial/1.13_Christoph_Kuehleis_-
_Emissionshandel_in_Deutschland_-_Ein_Update_aus_der_
Deutschen_Emissionshandelsstelle_vor_dem_Beginn_der_drit-
ten_Handelsperiode.pdf.

Edenhofer, O., C. Flachsland and R. Marschinski (2007), Towards a
Global CO2 Market: An Economic Analysis, Potsdam Institute for
Climate Impact Research, Potsdam.

European Commission (2011), Climate Change: Commission Sets
out Roadmap for Building a Competitive Low-carbon Europe by
2050, http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?reference
=IP/11/272.

European Commission (2012), Australia and European
Commission Agree on Pathway towards Fully Linking Emissions
Trading Schemes, http://europa.eu/rapid/pressReleasesAction.do?
reference=IP/12/916&format=HTML&aged=0&language=EN&gu
iLanguage=en.

Fenwick, S. (2012), Will a ‘Set-aside’ Save the EU Carbon Markets?,
http://www.risk.net/energy-risk/feature/2196465/eu-carbon-mar-
kets.

Grüll, G. and L. Taschini (2011), “Cap-and-Trade Properties under
Different Hybrid Scheme Designs”, Journal of Environmental
Economics and Management 61, 107–18.

Grüll, G. and L. Taschini (2012), “Linking Emission Trading
Schemes: A Short Note”, Economics of Energy and Environmental
Policy 1 (3), 115–22.

KfW/ZEW (2012), “Anreizwirkung des EU-Emissionshandels auf
Unternehmen gering – Klimapolitische Regulierung wenig relevant
für Standortentscheidungen”, CO2 Barometer 2012, Frankfurt am
Main.

Öko-Institut (2012), Strenghtening the European Union Emissions
Trading Scheme and Raising Climate Ambition, Berlin.

Regional Greenhouse Gas Initiative (2012), State Statues and
Regulations, http://www.rggi.org/design/regulations. 

RWI (2012), Marktwirtschaftliche Energiewende: Ein Wettbe -
werbsrahmen für die Stromversorgung mit alternativen
Technologien, Essen.

UBA (2012), “Wahl zwischen Stillstand und Aufbruch – Warum die
EU ihr Klimaziel 2020 jetzt erhöhen muss”, Positionspapier des
Um weltbundesamtes, Dessau-Roßlau.

Western Climate Initiative (2012), Partner Climate Action Plans,
http://www.westernclimateinitiative.org/climate-action-plans. 



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /Unknown

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<
    /FRA <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create PDF documents with higher image resolution for improved printing quality. The PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Reader 5.0 and later.)
    /JPN <FEFF3053306e8a2d5b9a306f30019ad889e350cf5ea6753b50cf3092542b308000200050004400460020658766f830924f5c62103059308b3068304d306b4f7f75283057307e30593002537052376642306e753b8cea3092670059279650306b4fdd306430533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103057305f00200050004400460020658766f8306f0020004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d30678868793a3067304d307e30593002>
    /DEU <>
    /PTB <>
    /DAN <>
    /NLD <>
    /ESP <>
    /SUO <>
    /ITA <>
    /NOR <>
    /SVE <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


