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Abstract Natural gas plays a key role in the EuropeanUnion’s energy system,which
is partially predicated on its favourable environmental characteristics. These quali-
ties have allowed key stakeholders to facilitate a positive discursive and ideological
inscription of the fuel to ensure their continued ability to capitalise on it. European
Commission-led climate action poses a significant challenge to the status quo, which
industry incumbents first sought to address by promulgating the message that natural
gas is the transition or bridge fuel to a renewable society. As it became clear that
this would not be sufficient to maintain the fuel’s role in EU’s future energy mix,
producers and infrastructure owners devised energy futures in which they would
complement and gradually substitute natural gas with sustainable (biomethane) and
decarbonised (hydrogen) forms of gas. Discourse on the role low carbon gases can
play in EU’s decarbonisation proliferated, partly due to the limitations of electrifica-
tion and renewables, but also reflecting the deep entrenchment of ideas society pairs
with the (fossil) fuels it relies on.
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5.1 Introduction

Natural gas has a well-established role in the European Union’s (EU) energy mix,
but its continued consumption poses a growing threat to the bloc’s climate action
commitments. The fuel constituted 23% of the EU’s total energy supply in 2018,
the second largest share behind oil and petroleum products (Eurostat 2020). Natural
gas may be the cleanest fossil fuel, but it is nonetheless a greenhouse-gas-emitting
non-renewable source of energy. Members of the EU urgently need to phase it out of
their energy mixes to meet decarbonisation targets (Anderson and Broderick 2017).
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This vast undertaking is impeded by its lock-in (Seto et al. 2016; Unruh 2000),
given the deeply entrenched energy consumption practices developed over the past
decades. It is a prominent, infrastructure-intensive, convenient energy carrier with
well-established interests supporting its sustained consumption. Its lock-in is further
consolidated by EU-level institutions and private corporations promulgating the
discourse that substituting the consumption of other fossil fuels with natural gas
is desirable, since it is a transition or bridge fuel. This chapter looks at how this
dimension of the discourse on natural gas has evolved alongside the EU’s rising
climate commitments. It assesses how the narratives framing natural gas’ relative
cleanliness have impacted its role in the EU, driven by an understanding that these
can codify its appeal and unnecessarily prolong society’s reliance on it.

The climate-friendly qualities of natural gas tend to be overemphasised, green-
washing the resource (Stephenson et al. 2012). Statements hailing the golden age of
gas (IEA 2011), or its transition and bridge qualities (Cañete 2017; MITEI 2011)
are not squared with the EU’s climate agenda, since it is unclear how the fuel will
be phased out and what sort of pushback the hydrocarbon industry will initiate
to prolong its consumption. This chapter assesses the European case because the
European Commission has long been touted a leader in climate policy, in addition
to which the region is highly natural gas-dependent (Oberthür and Kelly 2008). It
offers a terrain to test how the natural gas industry has responded, and how the
contradictions in narrative and material qualities of the fuel clash. The findings offer
a more rigorous understanding of how the discursive inscription of a fossil fuel can
perpetuate its consumption and vice versa. This informs our understanding of the
dialectics between ideology and fossil fuel-based relations of production. Even if
the Europeans consume natural gas in a manner compatible with climate change
goals (e.g. in a decarbonised form), ambitions to attain sustainability are swapped
for carbon neutrality, while existing power relations are sustained, leaving issues
such as resource depletion or supply security unresolved.

This chapter builds on the critical discourse analysis of policy documents and
statements of key stakeholders in the EU’s natural gas scene, issued in the period
between the Paris Climate Agreement (adopted in 2015) and 2019. Secondary liter-
ature and probing interviews led the author to select the time interval, which is based
on the understanding that the Paris Agreement was a significant turning point in
the EU’s determination to decarbonise. In ensuing years, energy sectors and their
respective incumbents undertook vast action to maintain their relevance in the bloc’s
future energy plans. A key element of this undertaking was their promulgation of key
discourses in a number of reports, policy papers, position papers, public statements,
etc. This chapter focuses on such texts published by key actors in the EU’s natural gas
scene, most prominently, the European Commission, Gazprom, Equinor, natural gas
advocacy groups, and the work of prominent research institutions (e.g. the Interna-
tional Energy Agency [IEA]). The chapter is structured as follows: it first discusses
the role ideology and discourse play in entrenching energy systems. To do this, it
draws on energy humanities, which offers insights into how these modes of narrative
creation and ideological inscription can sustain certain ideas, which, in turn, main-
tain prevalent relations of production and social power structures. To illustrate these
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points, the chapter then turns to the early days of natural gas in the EU to untangle
ideological drivers of its consumption, which leads to the exploration of the dominant
transition and bridge fuel narratives a wide array of actors adopted in the late 1990s
and early 2000s. The chapter subsequently traces the EU’s unfolding climate agenda
and the response that the natural gas industry and policymakers offered to the need
to decarbonise their fuel.

5.2 The Role of Discourse and Ideology in Conserving
Energy Systems

Discourses play formative roles in reifying or disintegrating the institutionalised
social practices actors have adopted in relation to energy systems. Critical discourse
analysis (CDA) delineates three analytical categories to trace these dynamics: text,
discourse practice, and sociocultural practice (Fairclough2013). The approachunder-
stands texts asmulti-semiotic artefacts, as they combine languagewith other semiotic
forms—think about a presentationwhich combines speech, written text, pictures, and
so on. Texts manifest two fundamental social processes: cognition/representation
and social interaction, leading them to form systems of knowledge and belief, social
subjects, and social relations between subjects (Foucault 2012). These properties
are also essential for actors’ ability to promulgate ideology and inculcate subjects by
diffusingmeaning and connotation via discursive means mediated through language.
Discourse practice is by-and-large constituted of the production, distribution, and
interpretation of a text. Tracing this builds our understanding of the institutional and
discoursal practices within which texts are embedded. Discourse practices mediate
links between text and sociocultural practice, reflecting, reproducing, and trans-
forming an imprint of the latter. These three analytical categories allow us to assess
how texts and social practices form a dialectic, shaping one another.

Discourse is an articulatory practice dialectically constituting and organising
social relations, which social relations recursively reify and transform (Howarth
2010). It is a manifestation of power and a vehicle of ideology that interpellates
subjects through apparatuses and their practice(s) (Althusser 1971; Purvis and Hunt
1993). A material existence of ideology in practices enables powerful coalitions of
actors to shape ideology through discourses per their normative and ethical posi-
tions, according to their broader strategies (Jessop 1991; Jørgensen and Phillips
2002). Currently, the structural setting underpins an ideology of fossil fuel-based
capital accumulation (Boyer 2014). This is also reflected in the actions of the state,
the outcomes of which are imprinted on the discourses emanating from the state’s
executive arm, the government (Barrow 1993; Johnstone and Newell 2018). The
EU may not be a state per se, but the actions of its executive body, the European
Commission, also reflect the broader structural setting of fossil capitalism and are
susceptible to the interests of the fossil fuel industry (Szabo and Fabok 2020). Poli-
cymakers are ideologically interpellated and the discourses they emanate reflect this,
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despite their (self-proclaimed) aim for neutrality. Policy language is a key form of
discourse encoding dominant ideologies, as well as structural and strategic objec-
tives or accomplishments of certain political coalitions (Hajer 1995). By deciphering
policy discourse, we can trace the power relations it embodies.

Existing literature has typically focused on the socio-technical, economic, and
political domains of energy, but it “is dialectical, operating at once on the level
of infrastructure and on the level of superstructure” (Kinder 2016, p. 8; original
emphasis). The energy humanities introduces an impetus for the need to focus on the
ideological inscription of fossil fuels, thereby comprehending their deep permeation
of social relations (Szeman 2016; Szeman and Boyer 2017; Wilson et al. 2017).
Assuming a dialectic between the structure/infrastructure/base (relations of produc-
tion) and superstructure (the political and the ideological) allows for a much richer
understanding of the deeply embedded nature of our energy consumption practices.
The energy humanities urges for the need to trace the ideological inscription of energy
in the superstructure to map its deep-seated role in organising relations of produc-
tion. Accordingly, this stream of academic work emphasises the need to unpack how
fossil fuel-based capitalism has permeated all facets of our lives, from the economic
to the cultural. Critical discourse analysis allows us to trace the discourses pertaining
to energy consumption, and the intimate linkages they have formed with material
practices and their embodiment of power relations (Fairclough and Graham 2002;
Scrase andOckwell 2010). This is especially pertinent given the urgent need to decar-
bonise our energy systems with the looming threat of climate change (Petrocultures
Research Group 2016). The energy humanities has been heavily preoccupied with
the role of oil and the petrocultures that it warrants, but this chapter argues and
demonstrates that this focus should also be expanded to natural gas and possibly
other fossil fuels as well.

Natural gas is a convenient, infrastructure-intensive source of energy that is the
least emitting fossil fuel. These qualities have been fundamental in shaping its polit-
ical economy and lock-in (Balmaceda 2018; Smil 2015; Unruh 2000). This has
become evident in Europe, where decades of investment into the infrastructure and
the political-legal apparatus governing the trade of the fuel have paved the way for its
crucial role in the region’s economy. The European Commission (1998, 2003a, 2009,
2015) has developed policy packages facilitating the creation of a competitivemarket
for natural gas and has systematically included it into its visions for the bloc’s energy
future. There has been a widely accepted crucial prerequisite for this: natural gas is a
clean (fossil) fuel. The statement may be based on the physical characteristics of the
fuel, since it yields the least amount of greenhouse gas emissions upon combustion
(IPCC 2006), but this idea has become an element of discourse that actors in the
structural setting of fossil capitalism have welcomed, adopted, and reified to legit-
imise its heightened uptake. This leads to its imprint in the discursive events of the
European Commission, which are subjugated to the ideological domination of the
vast entrenched interests of the sector. In its discourses, the Commission codifies the
positive connotation of the fuel, further inscribing this idea and fortifying its lock-in.

Fossil fuels underpin the operation of capitalism, but climate change and the
ensuing global climate action are threatening these relations.Natural gas stakeholders
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have long built on an understanding that their fuel’s favourable characteristics will
allow it to become a transition or bridge fuel to a renewable-based society. This has
been a focal element of natural gas’ ideological inscription manifest in the discourse
pertaining to the fuel. Sectoral incumbents have actively backed this narrative to
shape the fuel’s future trajectory, which the Commission has also adopted, reflecting
and reifying this ideology. Policy papers also reflect these power relations at play,
suggesting their non-neutrality with regards to ideologies linked to certain fuels.
A shift has occurred in this field since the bridge fuel narrative was increasingly
questioned by policymakers en route to taking more drastic climate action. Fossil
capital’s relations of production remain intact, as natural gas sectoral incumbents
have pushed to shift the discourse from one that favours natural gas as a bridge fuel,
to one that emphasises the need to incorporate gases into the EU’s energy future,
shifting emphasis away from bridge fuel to an end fuel. In response to the crisis
posed by climate change, the political coalition that the European natural gas industry
constitutes has begun to alter the superstructure in order to sustain the structure of
fossil capitalism.

5.3 The Early Days of the Cleanest Fossil Fuel

Since it became an important source fuel in the 1960s, natural gas has established
a tremendous lock-in in the EU. It was initially locally consumed in gas-producing
regions (e.g. northern Italy or parts of Austria) until the middle of the 20th century
(Högselius 2012). Western Europe began to widely utilise it during the 1960s, when
theDutch developed theGroningen field and theUnitedKingdom began to exploit its
offshore resources. An expanding energy-hungry European economy underpinned
the fuel’s uptake. The UK also viewed it favourably since it alleviated urban air
pollution. Its acceptance amongst politicians and the broader public was predicated
on their pre-existing favourable perception of town gas, which they had consumed
since the early 1900s (Thomas 2018). Natural gas drew on the favourable perception
Western European society had linked to town gas to establish its appeal, since it also
offered a cleaner alternative to burning other fossil fuels—it yields lower levels of
emissions during combustion, as well as low levels of sulphur and particulate matter
(Smil 2015). These considerations became pertinent during the aftermath of theGreat
Smog of London in 1952,with ongoing air pollution crises sustaining through 1962 in
the UK. The introduction of the Clean Air Act in 1956 and a push from urban areas
to switch to cleaner sources of energy from polluting coal also favoured various
forms of gas. The fuel’s momentum continued during the 1970s, driven by rising
environmentalism and a bid from countries to diversify away from oil to natural gas
(Högselius 2013). The generally accepted favourable environmental characteristics
of natural gas encoded in energy discourses boosted its uptake in Western Europe
during the 20th century.

Countries in the eastern areas of the European continent also shifted to natural gas
consumption during the 1960s and 1970s. This was supported by multiple dynamics.
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On the supply side, Soviet leadership sought to diversify away from the lopsided oil
reliance that the Eastern bloc had developed (Szabo and Deak forthcoming). Oil
production in the Soviet Union was unable to meet the rapidly climbing energy
demands of industrialising Warsaw Pact signatories, requiring leaders in Moscow to
push for a diversification of fuels. Soviet and national governments framed natural
gas as a modern, clean, and convenient source of energy. Additionally, they could
draw on the existing popularity of town gas, as was the case in Western Europe. “By
the early 1970s, Europe was seen to have ‘fallen in love with natural gas’” (Högselius
2012, p. 167), which continued into the 1980s. The Commission of the European
Communities noted that (1981, p. 5):

[t]he considerable existing infrastructure this network represents is one of the advantages
of natural gas. It is also transported unobtrusively and is environmentally attractive because
of its cleanliness during use. It is a flexible and convenient fuel to use which also helps to
explain its popularity in the domestic sector and in certain specialised industrial uses.

The fuel ticked all the boxes, allowing a discourse emphasising its favourable
characteristics to proliferate, establishing a bedrock for its positive appeal.

5.4 Natural Gas as the Transition Fuel

Consumers have understood natural gas as a smokeless source of energy since the
onset of its uptake, capable of alleviating air pollution andwarranting its descriptor of
the cleanest fossil fuel. Its appeal has expanded in recent decades since its physical
characteristics allow the mitigation of air pollution and greenhouse gases (GHG)
during combustion. The latter has become pertinent as the need for global society
to take concerted action to tackle climate change rose on the global agenda. The
Intergovernmental Panel onClimate Change (IPCC)was focal in compiling scientific
work on climate change, since it published its First Assessment Report in 1990
(IPCC 1990). This publication continued the positive discursive coding of natural
gas, emphasising the relative climate benefits that fuel switching from coal to natural
gas would yield, while allowing countries to maintain economic competitiveness.
Discourse on climate change proliferated following nation states’ decision to launch
the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change in 1992, expanding
the number and scope of actors involved in climate governance (Paterson and Grubb
1992; Pettenger 2016). By this time, those with an interest in the fossil fuel industry
understood that the objectives of fossil capitalism and avoiding a climate catastrophe
were set to collide. Natural gas interests were isolated from these discussions, since
expert opinions that countries should switch to the fuel and that it was the cleanest
fossil fuel were set to provide it a buffer from climate action. Authoritative IPCC
reports (1995, 2007, 2014) reiterated this position, emphasising the relative gains
substituting more polluting fuels for natural gas could yield, but noting that methane
emissions remained a hazard.
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Experts established a discourse, later reified by the hydrocarbon industry and
policymakers, that natural gas is a transition fuel leading society away from more
polluting fossil fuels to renewables. Nebojša Nakićenović was amongst the first to
use the transitional and bridge fuel descriptor for natural gas in a paper published
by the authoritative U.S. Geological Survey in 1993 and subsequently reprinted by
the International Institute for Applied Systems Analysis in 1994. He argues that
the evolutionary dynamics of the global energy system suggest a move away from
coal to less polluting fossil fuels. This hypothesis is supported by three factors:
(1) a trend of fuel substitution favouring natural gas has begun; (2) it is the most
environmentally and climate-friendly fossil fuel; and (3) it is available in abundant
quantities. These led natural gas to become an optimal choice as a fuel en route to
decarbonisation. Nakićenović’s paper echoes the messages of the IPCC report, and
concludes by claiming that “methane is the transitional hydrocarbon” and positing
the “methane economy as a bridge to hydrogen” (1994, pp. 674, 672). The scientific
and expert community established the descriptor that natural gas could be a bridge
or transition fuel, but the hydrocarbon industry did not draw on it yet. Instead, it was
preoccupied with a misinformation campaign to protect coal and oil assets (Banerjee
et al. 2015), while industry incumbents perceived natural gas to be insulated from
significant threats.

The material conditions warranting the active diffusion of a discourse empha-
sising the bridge fuel qualities of natural gas only came to the fore following the
European Commission’s (2008, 2011) decisions to launch its 2020 agenda and plans
to decarbonise by 2050. Climate action remained subdued in the 1990s and early
2000s. The EU natural gas industry was preoccupied with energy security consid-
erations: imports were increasing and tension between the Russian and Ukrainian
governments rose—the latter culminating in the supply disruptions of 2006 and 2009
(Balmaceda 2013). These crises tarnished the image of Russian natural gas, but also
weighed on the positive perception of the fuel in general, since the EU sourced a large
portion of it from Russia. It took years of efforts to re-establish the positive standing
of the fuel, to which its favourable environmental and climate qualities were able to
contribute. Following the Commission’s (2009) launch of the Third Energy Package
and the resolution of the 2009 natural gas crisis, policymakers turned to the imple-
mentation of climate policy, backed by Germany’s Energiewende (BMWI and BMU
2010). The hydrocarbon industry sought to reify the transition fuel narrative that had
been paired with natural gas. The material conditions were ripe for the consolida-
tion of a favourable discourse, since it became clear that the European Commission
and its member states were going to take climate action. GasTerra—owned by Royal
Dutch Shell, ExxonMobil, and the Dutch Government—was amongst the first to take
action. It published an influential report titledNatural gas as a transitional fuel: For a
sustainable energy future (GasTerra 2009), which sketched a natural gas-dependent
energy transition through 2050 and beyond.

The natural gas industry took small steps to entrench a positive narrative paired
with its fuel, but research institutions were the prime sources of impetus in the early
2010s. Again, material factors played a key role in development since the shale
revolution in the U.S. kicked into full swing. Researchers and experts all over the
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world began to heed more attention to the fuel’s favourable qualities, given that its
rising availability could allow it to play a focal role in the global energy transition,
as envisioned by Nakićenović (1994). How the world was going to phase out the
fuel was a question that very few raised, allowing fossil capitalism to greenwash its
inherent unsustainability by relying on less emission-intensive fossil fuels (Byrne
et al. 2006). MIT’s Energy Initiative’s prominent report The Future of Natural Gas
(MITEI 2011) discussed natural gas as a bridge fuel, further codifying this descriptor.
Themessagewas amplified by the International EnergyAgency’s authoritativeWorld
Energy Outlook report proclaiming the forthcoming “golden age of gas” (IEA 2011).
The IEA’s position reflected the potential of U.S. non-conventional production and
the boom it expected for global natural gas markets, but its position on prospects in
Europe was slightly gloomier, although still upbeat. These positive discourses and
the lack of imminent threats from the climate action of policymakers allowed the
natural gas industry to believe that it was in a comfortable position with a bright
future.

As soon as it became clear that the EU was serious about climate action, its
largest natural gas suppliers began to take action: they emphasised the fuel’s climate-
friendliness. EU’s largest natural gas supplier, theRussianGazprom, first emphasised
that natural gas could and should substitute coal to reduce emissions in its 2007 Envi-
ronmental Report (Gazprom 2007). It also expanded its regularly published reports
with a Sustainability Report, launched with the 2008–2009 issue, emphasising the
company’s commitments to sustainability (Gazprom 2009). In the inaugural edition,
it highlighted the beneficial qualities of natural gas in reducing emissions. The report
emphasised that natural gas is themost “preferable component of the ‘energy basket’”
(ibid., p. 17) and incorporated, inter alia, Günther Oettinger’s (Energy Commis-
sioner at the time) viewpoint that “[a]s a relatively clean fuel, gas can contribute in
a significant way to the sustainable development of our economies” (ibid., p. 44).
Statoil—now known as Equinor—was also quick to discursively emphasise the need
for natural gas in energy futures, with the “Fuelling the UK with The Telegraph and
Statoil” op-ed campaign launched in 2012 (Statoil 2012). The move could be read
as a campaign to capture Gazprom’s markets, as the Russian supplier was deemed
unreliable in the wake of the 2006 and 2009 supply disruptions. However, Statoil not
only emphasised the benefits of Norwegian natural gas in these pieces but attempted
to contextualise the fuel’s beneficial qualities more broadly. These narratives were
further backed by the European Gas Advocacy Forum (2011), which emphasised
that natural gas is an integral part of the EU’s green journey.

5.5 The Natural Gas Sector Responds to Climate Action

The EU upheld its leading role in global climate action by signing the Paris Agree-
ment in 2015 and committing to green its energy mix, but the role natural gas would
play came into question in 2015. The Paris Agreement provided supranational and
national policymakers with an impetus to decarbonise their societies. The European
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Commission translated broad commitments to reduce greenhouse gases into policy
when it introduced the Clean energy for all Europeans package (2016). This proposed
a framework for providing low-carbon electricity to consumers, predicated on exten-
sive electrification and the diffusion or renewables. The Commission’s plan offered
a blueprint for the electricity and renewable sectors in the EU’s future, but did not
elaborate on the role of natural gas. This was a jolt for the natural gas industry,
since incumbents realised that the EU was moving ahead with decarbonisation and,
despite the positive inscription of their fuel, they may be left off the bandwagon. The
natural gas industry deemed that it was in a secure position and engagement with
decarbonisation policies could wait.

Following the release of Clean energy package, the Commission had to adjust
its electrification- and renewable-dominated discourse to include other fuels as well.
This shift was spurred by a push from technocrats, who emphasised that not every-
thing can be electrified. Eurelectric (2018), the influential advocacy group of elec-
tricity producers, calculated that only 60% of the EU’s economy can be electrified—
anything beyond thatwould be extremely costly or technologically impossible. These
forecastsmaintained assumptions that the underlying disposition of capitalismwould
not be radically altered, but greened. Natural gas industry incumbents also mobilised
their power by emphasising the beneficial qualities of natural gas in the short term
and the ability to decarbonise the resource in the long run. Industry incumbents began
to actively participate and propose energy futures for the EU, in which natural gas
or its decarbonised variants would play a crucial role. They sought to shape policy
by using their power to diffuse an ideology that responded to the irreconcilability
of fossil capitalism and the threat of climate change. The industry followed a two-
pronged strategy, first emphasising the bridge fuel qualities of natural gas, including
its ability to complement renewables. Second, it turned to articulating that the fuel
was decarbonisable and a valuable component of any energy future. The common
thread between these strategies is their use of discourse to draw on the physical
characteristics of the fuel in response to the material characteristics threatening their
exploitation—climate action.

Experts reinvigorated arguments that natural gas is an optimal bridge fuel, given
its ability to curb emissions and complement renewables (IEA 2017). Eurogas, the
prime advocacy group for natural gas producers, claimed that coal-to-gas switching
can curtail emissions by up to five percentage points (Braaksma 2018), while Statoil
(2017) argued that such fuel switching was focal in underpinning the credibility of
the EU’s climate strategy. Commissioner Miguel Arias Cañete clearly articulates
these points when noting that (2016, [n.p.]):

[g]as will therefore play an important role in Europe’s energy transition towards clean and
more sustainable societies and economies because: natural gas pollutes half as much as coal,
and will therefore serve as a bridge between more polluting fossil fuels and cleaner sources
of energy; gas serves as a back-up to renewable energy sources; finally, it plays an important
role in the decarbonisation of the transport sector as an alternative to fuel for trucks and
ships.
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The messages of experts that the natural gas industry had picked up began to surface
in the positions of policymakers. Their statements heavily reflected the deeply
entrenched ideology of fossil capitalism, given their backing of a fuel that would
introduce a temporary technological fix to a deep societal crisis predicated on unsus-
tainable modes of living. Policy discourse was not neutral; rather, it took a normative
stance predicated on the ideological inscription of fossil capitalism that emphasised
the relative benefits of natural gas amidst a climate crisis.

Fuel switching to natural gas may reduce emissions, but it also extends fossil
capitalism as a primarymode of social organisation. Fuel switching carries numerous
benefits, as has been clear from the onset of town gas consumption that alleviated air
pollution. It could bring significant short-term air pollution and GHG improvements
in coal-dependent countries such as Poland or Germany, a point that the U.S. shift
away from coal to natural gas (on economic grounds) has underscored. However,
the EU has not been able to replicate this, with the low prices of coal and CO2

allowances inhibiting any significant switch (Stern 2017). This may be changing
as allowance prices increase (Sandbag 2019), but simultaneously, the expansion
of natural gas can be to the detriment of renewables. Natural gas can also reduce
emissions in non-EU Emission Trading System (ETS) sectors such as transport or
industry. Gazprom claims that “[n]atural gas is the most economical, eco-friendly
and safe type of fuel available today [for vehicles]” (2018, [n.p.]), while shifting
industrial coal consumption to natural gas also yields significant benefits (Smil 2015).
Despite these benefits, it is crucial that actors pushing for the uptake of natural gas
have presented few feasible scenarios for its phase-out in the future. Discursive acts
emphasising the benefits of the fuel carry the risk of further entrenching unsustainable
fossil fuel-based practices, even if they alleviate some emissions.

A further consideration when society opts to switch to natural gas is the risk
of methane leakage. Natural gas may alleviate GHG emissions upon combustion
in comparison to other fossil fuels, but methane leaks throughout its entire supply
chain. Rising methane levels in the atmosphere accelerate climate change since the
compound has a stronger greenhouse effect than CO2. This is paired with a shorter
atmospheric lifetime—decades as opposed to carbon dioxide’s centuries—but it
poses a significant risk in accelerating global society’s nearing of climatic tipping
points, ushering in the collapse of vast ecological systems. Total atmosphericmethane
levels are disputed, but generally increasing concentrations have been measured
(Hausmann et al. 2016). The causes of this rise are contested amongst the scientific
community but are—at least partially—linked to heightened oil and gas production.
Approximately 2% of the natural gas-related methane produced slips into the atmo-
sphere, exacerbating the climate problem (Balcombe et al. 2017). Slippage rates vary
based on the form and location of production, but the IEA’s (2018) findings suggest
that higher global natural gas production leads to the exploitation of reserves that
leak more methane into the atmosphere. These can be exacerbated with lifecycle
methane emissions, which scientists have not yet quantified. For instance, methane
slippage from shale gas production or the slips from carriers of liquefied natural gas
(LNG) and LNG-fuelled ships are little understood (Anderson and Broderick 2017).
The relative benefits of switching to natural gas consumption from other fossil fuels
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are not trivial, since heightened methane emissions can exacerbate GHG emission
concentrations in the atmosphere.

5.6 From Gas to Gases

TheEuropeanCommission’s post-ParisAgreement policies focused on the roll-out of
renewables and a sweeping push to electrify the bloc’s economy. This agenda pushed
the natural gas industry to contemplate, formulate, and discursively articulate its own
role in the EU’s future energymix. The transition fuel narrative provided some lift for
the industry, following the realisation that the entire economy cannot be electrified.
However, it increasingly became clear that the European Commission (2011) would
uphold its earlier decarbonisation commitments, entailing an 80%or higher reduction
of GHG emissions by 2050. The Paris Agreement and subsequent actions were an
affirmation of this, indicating that the EUwould phase out fossil fuels from its energy
mix in their current form. The bridge or transition fuel discourse was not sufficient
to ensure the future of natural gas, since now policymakers began to focus on what is
at the end of the bridge, i.e. how a carbon-neutral Europe would look. In its current
form, natural gas could not play a role in this, given its emissions. This position
was underscored by a report commissioned by Friends of the Earth, unequivocally
concluding that “[f]ossil fuels (including natural gas) have no substantial role in an
EU 2 °C energy system beyond 2035” (Anderson and Broderick 2017, p. 5). Policy
discussions turned to renewables and other low-carbon technologies, but (reflective
of the entrenchment of fossil capitalism) it was not the phase-out of natural gas that
came to dominate the EU’s energy policy agenda, but rather what role it will play in
the bloc’s energy future.

The natural gas industry had to shift the bridge fuel discourse to an end fuel
narrative to establish its inclusion in the policy-making process and thereby the
EU’s energy future. It linked two crucial caveats of decarbonisation to argue for its
sustained role: (1) the EU’s economy cannot be fully electrified; and (2) Europe
has already invested billions, if not trillions, into natural gas infrastructure. The
first point was made clear by Eurelectric’sDecarbonisation Pathways report (2018),
which allocated ample room for decarbonised sources of energy in difficult to elec-
trify areas. Natural gas infrastructure owners also became aware that the shift towards
an all-electric society would render their services redundant. They realised the need
to convey their infrastructure as a component of a decarbonised energy sector, by
emphasising that electricity should be complementedwith (decarbonised) gas tomeet
energy demand. Limitations in electrification and arguments emphasising the effi-
ciency gains of utilising existing gas infrastructure anchored the natural gas industry’s
concerted response to decarbonisation, by concluding that gas will be a part of the
process. First natural gas can play the role of a bridge fuel, by offering a low-
carbon substitute for more polluting fuels; then, producers can provide consumers
with decarbonised gases. Sectoral incumbents shifted the bridge fuel of natural gas
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to an end fuel by introducing decarbonised or carbon-neutral alternatives, such as
biomethane or hydrogen.

The natural gas industry and policymakers began to plan the role of natural gas in
the EU’s energy transition, predicated on the role the fuel plays inmediating relations
of production and the vast infrastructure that underpinned the industry’s prominence.
The discourse on the fuel was deeply rooted in the base of fossil capitalism. The pro-
gas energy transition argument was clearly reflected in, for example, the positions of
Gas Infrastructure Europe, an advocacy group for natural gas infrastructure owners.
It claimed that (GIE 2019, p. [1]; original emphasis):

[g]as infrastructure operators will continue to supply reliable, clean, affordable energy
throughout the EU to 2050 and beyond […] [u]sing the existing gas infrastructure to deliver
and store increased quantities of renewable and decarbonised energy, rather than build new
electricity networks, will result in significant cost savings.

These sentiments surfaced in the positions of the European Commission as well
(Borchardt 2019; Cañete 2017; Simson 2019). Most prominently, the European
Commission-ordered study on The role of Trans-European gas infrastructure in the
light of the 2050 decarbonisation targets developed storylines of how the EU’s gas
infrastructure can be utilised and transit various forms of gas, including natural gas,
biomethane, and various forms of hydrogen (Trinomics 2018). These discourses
bundle various forms of gases together and introduce them into the EU’s energy
future.

Key interests and policymakers reify the positive perception of gas, which has
become a bundle of fuels, including decarbonised and emitting forms of methane.
Strategic interests per the logic of fossil capitalism dictate that sectoral incumbents
find ways to sustain the role of natural gas in the energy mix. A shift from a sole
focus on natural gas towards gases achieves precisely this by expanding the discursive
inscription of the fuel. Actors have expanded the term gas to include its decarbonised
forms, essentially lumping its variants together under a single descriptor. However,
the materialities of fossil capitalism suggest that these will still be dominated by the
continued exploitation of natural resources. This has trickled into policy language
as well. The European Commission states in its influential A Clean Planet for All
communication (2018, p. 8):

[s]ustainable renewable heatingwill continue to play amajor role and gas, including liquefied
natural gas, mixed with hydrogen, or e-methane produced from renewable electricity and
biogas mixtures could all play a key role in existing buildings as well as in many industrial
applications.

Here, the Commission discusses and includes LNG into the admixture of sustainable
or decarbonised gases expected to play a key role in the EU’s energy future. The
discursive coding in policy language reflects the broader power relations at play, and
the result of the systematic lumping together of gases undertaken by researchers, the
industry, and policymakers.

To make matters more convoluted and thereby opaque, sustainable or renewable
gases lack a comprehensive definition in the EU policy, and stakeholders are only
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beginning to address the limitations of their production. Sustainable gases generally
include biogas, biomethane, biomass fuels (gaseous and solid fuels produced from
biomass), renewable liquid, and gaseous transport fuels of non-biological origin
(e.g. renewable-based hydrogen used for transportation). While biogases are much
discussed, the costliness of processing biogas into biomethane has generally led
biogas to be consumedon location instead of being fed into the natural gas distribution
network. This may change with the advent of sustainable gases, but biogas’ potential
upper production limit in the EU is expected to reach 98 billion cubic meters by
2050—less than a quarter of the EU’s current natural gas demand—in a scenario
favourable for the resource’s expansion (Ecofys 2018). Thus, the fuel cannot be scaled
up sufficiently to become the silver bullet of the energy transition. This suggests the
need for renewable-based hydrogen production to become a key component of the gas
admixture in order to legitimise its sustainable connotation. Otherwise, natural gas
and decarbonised natural gas are set to appropriate the sustainable or green descriptor
while maintaining the role of non-renewable gases in the EU’s energy mix. Policy
language accepts and encodes the substitution of carbon-neutral for sustainability.

A double dynamic is unfolding in EU policy language and the positions of sectoral
incumbents, whereby gases are formally distinguished from one another, but their
discourses with regard to their role in the energy transition are fused. Gas needs to
be decarbonised for it to be consumed in the long run, but currently, green gas or
sustainable gas is only applicable to a marginal fraction of the total gas currently
produced. Despite this negligible role, sustainable gases legitimise the inclusion of
gas (in a broad sense) into the EU’s energy future. Non-renewable gases can draw on
this form of discursive and ideological inclusion into the region’s policy planning,
fortifying their role based on the apparatuses linked to the superstructure of relations
of production.Ultimately, fossil capital interests can leverage this additional source of
power to maintain pre-existing fossil fuel-based relations of production and maintain
a (decarbonised) fossil capitalism. This sort of narrative creation and ideological
inscription is essential to untangle, given the material impact it carries on the future
developments of the EU’s energy transition. Policy language is not a neutral tool
reflecting the decisions of the executive arm of the state, but much rather a medium
susceptible to the influence of interests that wield structural power in society. It
is a crucial medium that readily translates the narratives offered in a plethora of
discourses backed by powerful interests into EU-led action.

5.7 Role of Sustainable Hydrogen Discourse
in Legitimising Natural Gas Production

Society’s ability to consume natural gas in the long term hinges on producers decar-
bonising the fuel, which is set to lead to their appropriation of a hydrogen utopia.
Hydrogen has a lengthy history in which science fiction writers and various energy
experts have understood it to play a foundational role in fuelling a sustainable society
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(Zubrin 2007). Visionaries saw this high-density energy carrier as the silver bullet
for meeting the global energy demand, given its lack of emissions and general conve-
nience (IEA 2019). A hydrogen utopia is, however, reliant on the mode of the fuel’s
production. This can be based on the electrolysis of abundantly available water, with
necessary electricity generated from renewables (green hydrogen) or fusion nuclear
reactors. Such a positive narrative dates back to Jules Verne’s The Mysterious Island
(1874) andMax Pemberton’s The Iron Pirate novels (2008), and has been a recurring
theme in science fiction1 (Cassedy 2000; Romm 2004). Scientists and other experts
have also dwelled on a hydrogen utopia and proposed a multitude of grandiose
schemes, in which renewable or nuclear fusion-based energy is stored and carried in
the form of hydrogen (Hoffmann 1981). This long-standing history has been essen-
tial in establishing hydrogen as the ultimate fuel (Dell and Bridger 1975). However,
society has made little progress in widely adopting hydrogen, given the unfettered
fossil fuel consumption that recent centuries have been interlaced with.

Policymakers of the European Union have also been strong proponents of
hydrogen, dating back to the early 2000s. During the inauguration of the High Level
Group on Hydrogen and Fuel Cell Technologies, Research Commissioner Philippe
Busquin claimed that (European Commission 2002, [n.p.])

[u]p until now in the ‘fossil fuel civilisation’, we have been trying to strike a balance between
the need to foster economic growth and at the same time to ensure this has aminimum impact
on the environment. With an extensive use of hydrogen as an energy carrier, this conflict will
be resolved.

The Group was launched as an informal advisory body to the European Commis-
sion and argued that hydrogen is an ideal energy carrier that should be paired
with renewable electricity generation, nuclear-based energy, and carbon capture and
storage (CCS)-equipped fossil fuel combustion to meet the energy demand of EU
member states (European Commission 2003b). This yields an energy system that
ensures energy security, underpins economic competitiveness, improves air quality
and health, and reduces greenhouse gases. Policymakers followed this initiative by
establishing the Fuel Cells and Hydrogen Joint Undertaking in 2008, which they
extended in 2014 (Council of the European Union 2008, 2014). Most recently, they
reconfirmed their commitment to hydrogen by launching the non-binding Hydrogen
Initiative (EU Energy Ministers 2018). These attempts underpin the EU’s continued
positive framing of a (sustainable) hydrogen society which has become entrenched
in the superstructures of the bloc’s energy future but offers little indication of the
source of hydrogen.

In contrast to the hydrogen utopia envisioned by many, hydrogen is already a
key element of industrial production and is primarily linked to the oil and natural
gas sector. Dedicated pure hydrogen production amounted to 73.9 million tonnes in
2018 and was consumed by the oil refining (52%), ammonia production (43%), and
other (5%) sectors (IEA 2019). Producers overwhelmingly rely on steam methane
reforming to produce hydrogen. This yields H2 and CO2, where CO2 can either be

1See, for example, Ben Bova’s Return to Mars (2010).
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released (grey hydrogen) or captured and stored (blue hydrogen). CCS is a tech-
nology that has been very slow to materialise, due to its shaky economic founda-
tions, relatively low levels of investment, and social unacceptability of storing CO2 in
geological formations (Herzog 2018). The impediments sustain despite CCS being a
mature technology, first applied in natural gas and oil production, with the CO2 from
burning (associated gas) during natural gas processing being used for enhanced oil
recovery already in 1972. Nonetheless, “the global portfolio of CCS projects is not
expanding at anything like the rate that would be needed to meet long-term climate
goals” (IEA 2017, p. 61). There is a discrepancy between the actual development and
deployment of CCS, and the proliferating discourse placing an emphasis on the need
to deploy the technology to meet climate agreements, which also limits the ability
of companies to deploy the technology and produce carbon-neutral blue hydrogen.

Oil and natural gas companies have nonetheless deployed strategies to capture the
notion of a sustainable hydrogen utopia. This is a crucial component of their discur-
sive switch from gas to gases, whereby their products (natural gas and blue hydrogen)
are still set to dominate the bundle of gases that customers consume in forthcoming
decades. Europe’s second largest natural gas supplier, Norway’s Equinor, has placed
strong emphasis on the narrative that hydrogen is a long-term solution to the EU’s
energy needs (Eikaas 2017; Equinor 2020; Szalai 2017), which it can readily capture
given its vast natural gas deposits and infrastructure, experience with CCS, and
ventures in steam methane reforming. The firm currently leads multiple hydrogen
projects in Europe (e.g. H21, H-vision, Magnum, and the Net Zero UK partnership)
that it claims will help the EU in executing its energy transition (Equinor 2020;
European Commission 2017). Equinor’s largest competitor, Gazprom, has sought to
eliminate the need for CCS by developing methane pyrolysis (methane cracking), a
nascent technology that splits methane into carbon and hydrogen without combus-
tion (Weger et al. 2017). Pyrolysis is becoming a hedge for Gazprom’s strategy, as
it allows the Russian firm to further exploit its natural gas reserves and utilise its
infrastructure in a decarbonised era (Shiryaevskaya 2018). Accordingly, it has begun
to discursively back the narrative of a blue hydrogen economy by underlining its
ability to utilise current infrastructure, maintain a cost-competitive energy source for
the EU’s economy, and help the bloc meet its climate targets (Burmistrova 2018).

5.8 Conclusion

TheEuropeanCommission and the national governments of theEuropeanUnionhave
positioned themselves as frontrunners of climate action, but this has been paired with
them consistently framing natural gas in a favourable light. They have linked a bridge
fuel narrative with natural gas and emphasised that it is the cleanest fossil fuel. By
assessing the texts produced by key sectoral incumbents (e.g. European Commission,
Gazprom, Equinor, and advocacy groups), the discourse and sociocultural practices
shaping these discourses, we see that they embody the core ideological tenets of
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fossil capitalism. The discourses emanating from the EU’s executive arm are reflec-
tive of the power struggle taking place in society, whereby fossil fuel interests seek
to respond to the climate crisis, posing an existential crisis to their operations. Expert
opinions and inputs of the fossil fuel industry are discourse-constituting, and capable
of shaping the specific positions and texts that the executive arm of the EU conveys
in its discourses. The subjugations of the Commission to these positions reflects
the broader structural setting, where the fossil fuel capitalist relations of produc-
tion seek to shape the superstructure through a medium that many understand as
neutral—policy language. In turn, the discursive events pave the way for a structural
sustainment of fossil capitalism by creating and consolidating a narrative that enables
the continued exploitation and consumption of fossil fuels. It is crucial to unpack the
ideological inscription of these fossil fuels in order to identify the constituents that
potentially hinder an energy transition. The presumption that natural gas is a bridge
fuel poses such a risk. It is a “bridge to nowhere” (Howarth 2014).

The EU’s ambitions to decarbonise its society have rendered the bridge fuel narra-
tive problematic, leading stakeholders to alter this discourse. We see that fossil capi-
talism’s relations of production are left intact or subject to slight change, predicated
on actors and political factions altering constitutive elements of the superstructure.
They have shifted the prevalent ideology from the discursive inscription of empha-
sising the cleanliness of natural gas to one that bundles natural gas with other gases.
Biogas, various forms of hydrogen, and natural gas are conflated into a category
whichmaintains the favourable perception of gas as a fuel. This is essential for policy-
makers to include natural gas in the region’s energy future since they lump it together
with sustainable or decarbonised gases. They can formally distinguish between these
fuels, but this prolongs the lock-in since they continue to presume the availability of
the fuel and its infrastructure, both of which further its lock-in. Stakeholders have
also begun to develop technologies and proliferate discourses that emphasise that
they can decarbonise their fuel to ensure markets for it in the forthcoming decades.
This maintains fossil capitalism’s structure, while, once again, slightly altering the
infrastructure by shaping ideology and politics. Entrenched power relations of fossil
capitalism have now begun to appropriate the narrative of a sustainable hydrogen
society, enabling their continued operations with relatively little change. The ideo-
logical inscription of the discourse embodied in the gas-dependent energy future of
the EU creates a narrow path for change, leaving power relations essentially unmodi-
fied. By shaping the EU’s energy future, these sectoral incumbents are able to secure
their sustained existence.

This chapter set out to explore natural gas’ changing discourse in the EU at a
historical juncture when the contradiction of fossil capitalism and climate change
began to unfold. By tracing the ideological and discursive inscription of descriptors
society has linked to fuels, this research to convey just how deeply entrenched certain
fossil fuel systems are. Their lock-ins are not only limited to the sociotechnical or
political economic realms, but, as the energy humanities have consistently pointed
out, go much deeper: they form a dialectic with ideology and culture. A fuel’s role in
a specific mode of social organisation is manifested in a plethora of forms, ranging
from artistic endeavours, through media products, to what is frequently perceived
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as a neutral medium—policy language. Unpicking how powerful actors frame and
discuss various fuels in policy language can enrich our understanding of how their
actions are subjugated to specific ideologies and how they reify these positions.While
oil has typically been the object of the energy humanities, the analytical insights
researchers have derived from inquiries can be applied to enrich our understanding
of other (fossil) fuels as well.
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