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AREA, the European association of refrigeration, air conditioning and heat pump (RACHP) contractors,
fully subscribes to the EU’s decarbonisation and climate neutrality objectives as well as the ambitious
transition to alternatives to f-gases as outlined in the F-gas Regulation.

RACHP contractors are the essential link between end users and manufacturers. They design, install
and maintain RACHP equipment using every available solution with complete neutrality towards
equipment and refrigerants, in the sole aim of ensuring the highest level of reliability, energy efficiency
and cost-effectiveness.

However, the European RACHP contracting sector is increasingly challenged by the illegal trade of
refrigerants and unauthorized work, both of which threaten the transition to climate-friendly RACHP
solutions.

lllegal trade of refrigerants

The illegal trade of refrigerants—particularly hydrofluorocarbons (HFCs)—has emerged as a significant
challenge across Europe, undermining climate policy, public safety, and economic integrity. In the
context of the accelerated phase-down mandated by the F-gas Regulation, black market activity
continues to thrive. Indeed, reduced availability of F-gases due to EU quotas as well the rising cost of
F-gases and disparities (up to eight times higher within the EU than outside), make illegal trade highly
profitable. In some countries such as Spain, additional F-gas taxes make legal refrigerants prohibitively
expensive.

In 2024, the European Anti-Fraud Office (OLAF) reported that only one joint operation with authorities
of 16 Member States together with Tiirkiye and Ukraine, resulted in the interception of thousands of
cylinders of the gas worth €4.5 million, containing the equivalent of more than 400 000 tons of CO2.!

1 https://anti-fraud.ec.europa.eu/document/download/be8b6c6b-ced4-4f4e-a0f6-
f3674eb00df2 en?filename=0r-2024-short_en.pdf
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The illegal trade of refrigerants presents serious challenges not only for RACHP contractors but also
for society as a whole.

The environmental impact is severe. lllegal trade undermines the phase out mechanism mandated by
the F-gas Regulation by maintaining a high availability of high GWP f-gases within the EU high at low
cost.

Economically, the black market undermines legitimate businesses by flooding the market with
cheaper, and possibly non-compliant products. This creates unfair competition, harms companies that
follow environmental and safety regulations and results in significant tax revenue losses.

Equipment failures due to poor-quality refrigerants can lead to reduced efficiency, expensive repairs
or replacements, ultimately affecting consumers.

Illegal trade of refrigerants also implies safety hazards. Counterfeit or smuggled refrigerants may be
mislabelled or contaminated, posing risks of equipment failure, fire, or explosion.
In addition, impure refrigerants can be toxic, endangering technicians and building occupants.

Despite the increase in illegal trade, enforcement remains challenging in Europe. Coordinated action
among EU member states, stricter penalties, and improved monitoring are urgently needed to combat
this growing eco-crime.

In this context, AREA strongly recommends:

e Setting up national databases tracking all refrigerant purchases and sales and system charging.

e Reinforcing inspections and police controls at the borders by allocating necessary resources

e Properly enforcing the F-gas Regulation provisions related to illegal activities under the
scrutiny of the European Commission.

e Running public campaigns to raise awareness about the environmental and economic impacts
of illegal refrigerants which would help build support for enforcement and compliance.

e Recognise and involve industry associations as key intermediaries between authorities,
companies, and technicians in efforts to prevent and combat illegal refrigerant trade.

lllegal work

Closely linked to the illegal trade of refrigerants is the issue of uncertified work, which member states
must urgently address. Many technicians who purchase illegal refrigerants also operate without
certification. Consequently, some installations are performed or maintained by technicians without a
valid personal certificate, or by companies lacking proper accreditation or certification.

In most Member States, inspections services have limited internal resources, which means inspections
and follow-up are not always comprehensive.

This issue is heavily impacting the European RACHP contracting sector.

Unfair competition is a huge problem as uncertified contractors can offer much lower prices,
undercutting costs by 20-50%, making it very difficult for qualified professionals to compete,
especially with private homeowners or small landlords who prioritize price.

From an environmental point of view, it also slows down the transition to climate-resilient and low-
carbon building technologies as unqualified work leads to poor execution, inefficient systems and non-



compliance with European and national regulations, not to mention the safety hazards. Without the
necessary expertise to optimize these systems, there is a significant risk that the resulting solutions
will be energy inefficient.

Finally, it leads to loss of reputation as it damages consumer trust, not only in contractors associated
with illegal refrigerant use, but in the sector as a whole.

To address this pressing issue, AREA strongly recommends:

e Setting-up mandatory national registry of certified contractors and natural persons, publicly
available online, to ensure transparency at National level.

e Establishing stronger penalties to deter illegal work.

e Reinforcing inspection efforts by increasing the internal resource for relevant services.

e Running public awareness campaigns on the risks of hiring uncertified installers.

o Implementing fiscal incentives to encourage legal contracting.

AREA urges the EU Institutions and Member States to take immediate actions to tackle these critical
issues facing the European RACHP contracting sector. As the demand for qualified professionals to
deploy low-carbon refrigeration, air conditioning, and heat pump technologies grows, the success
of the energy transition must not be jeopardised by illegal activities.



