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Equity, energy and just transitions



• Low-carbon transitions are not universally positive. There is compelling evidence that, without vigilance, they can:

• Create new injustices and vulnerabilities

• Fail to address pre-existing structural drivers of injustice (both in energy and the wider economy)

• These negative impacts may occur through four different processes: 

Justice and Equity in Low Carbon Transitions

Concept or process Dimension Explanation

Enclosure Economic
Capturing resources or authority: transferring public assets into private hands, or the 

expansion of private roles into the public sector

Exclusion Political
Marginalizing stakeholders: limiting access to decision-making processes and fora, unfair 

planning or policymaking procedures or access to recourse

Encroachment Ecological

Damaging the environment: intruding on biodiversity areas or other areas with predisposed 

land uses, interfering with ecosystem services, shifting emissions sources (but not reducing 

them)

Entrenchment Social
Worsening inequality: aggravating the disempowerment of women or minorities, 

exacerbating vulnerability, and/or worsening concentrations of wealth

Source: Sovacool, BK, BO Linnér, and ME Goodsite.  “The 
Political Economy of Climate Adaptation,” Nature Climate 
Change 5 (7) (July, 2015), pp. 616-618.



The same occurs with disaster recover
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And climate mitigation interventions more broadly



Justice and Equity in Low Carbon Transitions



A matrix of inequities and vulnerabilities with low-
carbon and sustainable technologies and behaviours

Source: Sovacool, B.K., Newell, P., Carley, S. et al. Equity, technological innovation and sustainable behaviour in a low-carbon future. Nat Hum Behav (2022). 

Demographic inequity (between groups) Spatial inequity (across geographical scales)

∙ Adoption is strongly mandated by gender roles (EVs, improved cookstoves, food-sharing)

∙ Diffusion patterns substantially shaped by class, caste, income or wealth (improved 

cookstoves, EVs, solar panels, food-sharing)

∙ Exclusion of non-homeowners or those without access to roofs (solar panels)

∙ Adoption patterns favouring wealthier households and communities of mainly white people, 

and disfavouring those struggling with illness or financial difficulty (solar panels)

∙ Subsidies favouring wealthier households (EVs, solar panels)

∙ Adoption patterns favouring higher-income homes, larger homes and homes with children 

(food-sharing)

∙ May entrench inequality and a gap in digital skills and awareness (food-sharing)

∙ Can put those with food allergies or special needs at risk of contamination or illness (food-

sharing)

∙ Depends on a relatively advanced skillset of food preparation, handling, storage and 

refrigeration as well as disposal and waste (food-sharing)

∙ Erodes some spiritual and cultural practices in rural communities (for improved cookstoves)

∙ Threatens rural food preservation based on smoke where alternatives are unavailable (for 

improved cookstoves)

∙ Contributions to traffic congestion and automobile accidents in cities (EVs)

∙ Lack of charging infrastructure in rural areas (EVs)

∙ Perpetuation of a ‘decarbonization divide’ between Global North and Global South (EVs, solar 

panels)

∙ Shifting of conventional cars to peripheral (non-low-carbon) areas (EVs)

∙ Cross-subsidization of energy costs that burden the poor (solar panels)

∙ Unfair and at times exploitative labour practices (solar panels)

∙ Bias towards urban areas and cities, less rural states, and especially wealthier cities and cities in 

the Global North (food-sharing, solar panels)

Interspecies inequity (between humans and non-humans) Temporal inequity (across future generations)

∙ Rebounds in increased driving or impinging on forests or nature reserves (EVs)

∙ Roadbuilding and impingement of green spaces or trees in urban areas (EVs)

∙ Pushing of conventional cars to peripheral regions increasing air and water pollution (EVs)

∙ Increased air pollution or carbon emissions from fossil-fuelled electricity (EVs)

∙ Electronic waste streams releasing toxics into habitats (solar panels and EVs)

∙ Environmental destruction and deforestation with mineral and material extraction (EVs and 

solar panels)

∙ Fossil-fuel use, occupational hazards and pollution from local manufacturing (solar panels)

∙ Potential rebounds in increased waste (and toxins) due to mistakes and improper sorting or 

handling (food-sharing)

∙ Embedding private motorized automobility for future generations (EVs)

∙ Failing to address the underlying causes of food waste and unsustainable agriculture (food-

sharing)

∙ Cementing future burden of cooking and domestic activities onto women (for improved cookstoves)

∙ Generation of toxic waste streams and disposal concerns for future generations (EVs, solar panels)

∙ For-profit motivations can lead to conflict and community tension over future food pathways and 

limit sustainable change (food-sharing)

∙ Can legitimize overproduction and food surplus and fail to address the root causes of food 

insecurity (food-sharing)



Equity and just transition in the IPCC
• Just Transition. “A set of principles, processes and practices that aim to ensure that no people, 

workers, places, sectors, countries or regions are left behind in the transition from a high-carbon to a 

low-carbon economy.” 

• “It stresses the need for targeted and proactive measures from governments, agencies, and 

authorities to ensure that any negative social, environmental or economic impacts of economy-wide 

transitions are minimised, whilst benefits are maximised for those disproportionally affected.”

• “Key principles of just transitions include: respect and dignity for vulnerable groups; fairness in 

energy access and use, social dialogue and democratic consultation with relevant stakeholders; the 

creation of decent jobs; social protection; and rights at work.”

• “Just transitions could include fairness in energy, land use and climate planning and decision-making 

processes; economic diversification based on low-carbon investments; realistic training/retraining 

programs that lead to decent work; gender specific policies that promote equitable outcomes; the 

fostering of international cooperation and coordinated multilateral actions; and the eradication of 

poverty.”

• “Lastly, just transitions may embody the redressing of past harms and perceived injustices.” 
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“Just Transition” can also be indicated by 
actions and policies



Industrial decarbonization Just Transitions frameworks

Source: Upham, P, BK Sovacool, and B Ghosh. “Just transitions for industrial decarbonization: A framework for innovation, participation, and justice,” Renewable & 

Sustainable Energy Reviews 167 (October, 2022), 112699, pp. 1-16.



1. Non-Western theories and applications to energy justice

2. Beyond anthropocentrism (appreciating non-human life)

3. Cross-scalar or “whole systems” issues

4. Business models and “co-benefits” or “positive externalities” 

5. Political economy or “winners and losers” and “trade-offs”

6. Deconstructing energy justice as a discourse 



Responding to this call:



Literature Disciplinary groundings Predominant focus Structural explanations for 

injustice 

Feminist theories of 

justice   

Philosophy, law, ethics, moral studies, 

gender studies, women’s studies, 

Black and transnational feminisms, 

eco-feminism, feminist political 

ecology, Marxist feminism, gender and 

development studies, post- and 

decolonial feminisms, queer theory, 

disability studies

Gender, power and inequality, public vs. private life 

(boundaries of domestication and family practice), 

intersectionality, bodily harm, energy democracy, 

human wellbeing, reproductive justice, pink collar 

jobs, cultures of care, collaborative ownership, 

embodiment

Patriarchy and gender 

disempowerment; capitalism 

Anti-racist theories of 

justice  

Critical Race Theory, Demography, 

education studies and pedagogy, 

Black studies, political economy, anti-

racist praxis, Africana studies, 

environmental justice 

Ethnicity, knowledge production, legacies of 

discrimination, internal colonialism, racialized 

governmentalities, unfair patterns of distribution, the 

legitimacy of false consensus, regenerative 

economy, justice

Racism and white supremacy; 

capitalism

Indigenous justice   Indigenous studies, Indigenous 

political theory, Indigenous law, history, 

environmental, water and climate 

justice

Indigenous rights, self-determination and 

sovereignty, responsibility-based, Indigenous 

traditional ecological knowledge, Indigenous-led 

governance

Genocide, capitalism, land and 

water injustice, dispossession  

Postcolonial justice Area studies, development studies, 

development economics, history, 

indigenous studies, environmental and 

climate justice, postcolonial theory, 

political ecology

Human rights and free prior informed consent, 

freedom from domination, epistemic injustice, 

subaltern lived experiences,  inclusion and 

rectificatory justice

Colonialism and imperialism

Sovacool, BK, SE Bell, C Daggett, C Labuski, M Lennon, L Naylor, J Klinger, K Leonard and J Firestone. “Pluralizing Energy Justice: Incorporating 

Feminist, Anti-Racist, Indigenous, and Postcolonial Perspectives,” Energy Research & Social Science 97 (March, 2023), 102996, pp. 1-8
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