
BRUSSELS: Almost every week now, European gov-
ernments are announcing emergency measures to pro-
tect households and businesses from the energy crisis
stemming from Russia’s war in Ukraine.

Hundreds of billions of euros-and counting-have
been shelled out so far since Russia invaded its pro-
Western neighbor in late February. Governments have
gone all out: from capping gas and electricity prices to
rescuing struggling energy companies and providing
direct aid to household to fill up their cars.

The public spending has continued even though
European Union countries already accumulated moun-
tains of new debt to save their economies from the
fallout of the COVID pandemic in 2020.

But some leaders have taken pride at their use of
the public purse to battle this new crisis, which has
sent inflation soaring, raised the cost of living and
sparked fears of recession. After announcing 14 billion
euros ($13.9 billion) in new measures last week, Italian
Prime Minister Mario Draghi boasted that this put
Italy “among the countries that have spent the most in
Europe”.

The Bruegel institute, a Brussels-based think tank
tracking energy crisis spending by EU government,
ranks Italy as the second-biggest spender in Europe
after Germany. Rome has allocated 59.2 billion euros
since September 2021 to shield households and busi-
nesses from the rising energy prices, accounting for
3.3 percent of its gross domestic product.

Germany tops the list with 100.2 billion euros, or
2.8 of its GDP, as the country was hit hard by its heavy
reliance on Russian gas supplies, which have dwindled
in suspected retaliation over Western sanctions against
Moscow for the war. On Wednesday, Germany
announced the nationalization of troubled gas giant
Uniper. France, which shielded consumers from gas
and electricity price rises as early as November, ranks
third with 53.6 billion euros allocated so far, repre-
senting 2.2 percent of GDP.

Spending to rise 
EU countries have now put up 314 billion euros so

far since September 2021, according to Bruegel.
“This number is set to increase as energy prices

remain elevated,” Simone Tagliapietra, a senior fellow
at Bruegel, told AFP. The energy bills of a typical
European family could reach 500 euros per month
early next year, compared to 160 euros in 2021,
according to US investment bank Goldman Sachs.

The measures to help consumers have ranged from
a special tax on excess profits in Italy to the energy
price freeze in France and subsidies public transport in
Germany.

But the spending follows a pandemic response that
increased public debt, which in the first quarter
accounted for 189 percent of Greece’s GDP, 153 per-
cent in Italy, 127 percent in Portugal, 118 percent in

Spain and 114 percent in France. “Initially designed as
a temporary response to what was supposed to be a
temporary problem, these measures have ballooned
and become structural,” Tagliapietra said.

“This is clearly not sustainable from a public
finance perspective. It is important that governments
make an effort to focus this action on the most vulner-
able households and businesses as much as possible,”
he said.

Budget reform 
The higher spending comes as borrowing costs are

rising. The European Central Bank hiked its rate for the
first time in more than a decade in July to combat run-
away inflation, which has been fuelled by soaring ener-
gy prices. The yield on 10-year French sovereign
bonds reached an eight-year high of 2.5 percent on
Tuesday, while Germany now pays 1.8 percent interest
after boasting a negative rate at the start of the year.
The rate charged to Italy has quadrupled from one
percent earlier this year to four percent now, reviving
the specter of the debt crisis that threatened the euro-
zone a decade ago.

“It is critical to avoid debt crises that could have
large destabilizing effects and put the EU itself at risk,”
the International Monetary Fund warned in a recent
blog calling for reforms to budget rules.

The EU has suspended until 2023 rules that limit
the public deficit of countries to three percent of GDP
and debt to 60 percent. The European Commission
plans to present next month proposals to reform the
27-nation bloc’s budget rules, which have been shat-
tered by the crises. — AFP
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Europe throws billions at energy crisis
EU countries have put up 314 billion euros so far since September 2021
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Pressure grows after
WB chief dodges 
climate questions
WASHINGTON: Climate groups called Wednesday
for the World Bank’s president to be removed after
he refused multiple times to say if he believed man-
made emissions contributed to global warming.
Activists have previously called for David Malpass
to resign or be removed for what they say is an
inadequate approach to the climate crisis. The head
of the World Bank is traditionally an American while
the other big international lender in Washington, the
IMF, tends to be European. Malpass is a veteran of
Republican administrations in the United States and
was appointed in 2019 while Donald Trump, who
famously and repeatedly denied the science behind
climate change, was president.

The chorus against Malpass grew louder after his
appearance Tuesday at a New York Times confer-
ence on climate finance. Asked by a journalist to
respond to former US vice president Al Gore’s claim
that he was a climate denier, Malpass said that some
of his critics “may not know what the World Bank is
doing.” He boasted that its climate funding is “by far
the biggest” among international financial institu-

tions. After another attempt failed to get a straight
answer, the journalist, David Gelles, said: “Let me
just be as clear as I can: Do you accept the scientific
consensus that the man made burning of fossil fuels
is rapidly and dangerously warming the planet?”

Malpass again pointed to the World Bank’s work
on the issue, at which point multiple people in the
audience shouted: “Answer the question!” “I don’t
even know. I’m not a scientist,” responded a clearly
frustrated Malpass.

The Big Shift, a consortium of climate groups,
called Wednesday for the World Bank’s board to
remove Malpass over the comments. “For the World
Bank to maintain any shred of decency Malpass can-
not remain as President,” said Tasneem Essop, exec-
utive director of the Climate Action Network, a Big
Shift member group. A separate group of activist
organizations said they would on Thursday unveil a
banner at the World Bank’s headquarters in
Washington that reads: “The World Bank Group is
Run by a Climate Denier.” Malpass’s term ends in
2024 and he can only be removed by a vote of the
World Bank’s board.

Climate groups have called on President Joe
Biden to up the outside pressure. Biden’s climate
change envoy, former US secretary of state John
Kerry, declined during an appearance at the same
Times event to comment on Malpass’s future, saying
“that’s the president’s decision.” The World Bank
declined to comment on the situation when reached
by AFP. — AFP


