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The global energy transition stands at a pivotal moment: it can either 
dismantle the inequalities driving the climate crisis or deepen them. Today, 
the transition risks reproducing patterns of extractivism and exploitation, 
with the most marginalized paying the highest price while elites profit. 
From transition mineral mining to debt burdens and unequal energy 
access, the current trajectory mirrors centuries of colonial injustice. A just 
transition must redistribute power and resources, curb overconsumption, 
and prioritize dignity and rights for all. This report outlines pathways to 
build an energy system grounded in equality, justice, care and collective 
wellbeing —where energy serves life, not profit.
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Done right, the energy transition is a chance to reshape our economies around 
equality, justice, care and collective wellbeing. Done wrong, it will see the most 
marginalized once again paying the highest price, while the powerful profit. 

Today, the warning signs are clear: the global renewable energy transition is 
being built on unequal foundations. We are witnessing climate inequality in 
action: a transition focused on replacing fossil fuels with green alternatives, 
without questioning the excessive energy use of the richest, while often leaving 
lower-income communities to bear the greatest costs, including through the 
harmful impacts of transition mineral mining, inadequate benefit sharing, and 
global financial and trade systems rigged against their interests. Put simply, 
the same dynamics that drove historical colonialism are re-emerging in new 
forms through the green transition. 

These patterns of inequality play out both between and within countries. 
While stark inequalities exist between the richest and poorest within high-
income countries too, global inequality is most sharply felt in the Global 
South, where structural barriers and historic injustices have left entire nations 
bearing the brunt of the climate crisis and now shouldering the greatest 
risks in the renewable energy transition. Unless the logic underpinning the 
transition changes, it will continue to replicate the history of extractivism and 
exploitation. These inequalities intersect with gender, race, class, age and 
other marginalized people or groups, meaning that the costs of an unjust 
transition fall heaviest on Indigenous Peoples, Black communities and other 
racialized groups, women, workers, peasants, and of course young people and 
future generations.

This concentration of wealth and power is mirrored in patterns of energy use: 
a small minority live in extreme luxury and overconsume planetary resources, 
while others still lack basic electricity. If just one year’s energy consumption 
of the wealthiest 1% were redistributed, it could meet the modern energy 
needs of all the people in the world without electricity seven times over,1 while 
redistributing the consumption of the top 10% global energy consumers could 
meet the needs of the entire Global South nine times over.2

The highest levels of consumption are concentrated among the very wealthiest 
people and corporations, who make up a tiny yet powerful minority. This 

Executive summary
The world stands at a crossroads.  
The transition to renewable energy could help 
heal the deep inequalities that drive the climate 
crisis, or it could entrench them even further. 
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also reflects a wider geographical imbalance in how energy is produced and 
consumed, as this elite is predominantly located in the Global North. Over the 
past 60 years, people in this region have consumed more than 3,300 petawatt 
hours (PWh) of excess energy – or beyond modern basic needs – enough to 
power the whole world for over 20 years.3

A world where everyone can thrive, and where countries transition together 
rather than some on the backs of others, is possible. But the current trajectory 
is leading us in the opposite direction. Countries – particularly the richest 
and most responsible for the climate crisis – must change course, confront 
historic and ongoing injustices and transform the systems of extraction and 
exploitation that drive extremes in energy consumption and energy poverty, 
and face down the power and influence of corporations and the super-
rich. This includes questioning which needs and forms of consumption are 
prioritized within the remaining global carbon budget – the amount of CO2 
that humanity can emit to stay within the target of 1.5°C of warming. Doing so 
is not only an urgent matter of justice, but vital to the success of phasing out 
fossil fuels.

Climate colonialism in the transition

A new scramble for resources

These inequalities are playing out in real time as the transition unfolds. 
Emerging patterns of extraction, both in the mining of transition minerals 
and in a global financial and trade architecture tilted toward the powerful, are 
replicating the same exploitative dynamics that have long channelled value 
from the most marginalized in the Global South to the richest in the Global 
North, while leaving harm and exploitation behind.

The shift to renewable energy is fuelling a global race for transition minerals 
like lithium, cobalt, nickel and copper. But rather than supporting local 
development in the Global South – which holds 70% of the world’s transition 
minerals reserves4 – this new scramble for resources is replicating old 
extractive dynamics.

Take electric vehicle supply chains: the Global North’s preferred but flawed 
solution to decarbonizing transport also illustrates the stark imbalance 
between communities bearing the costs and billionaires benefiting from the 
crisis. Tesla is an electric car firm owned by the world’s richest man, Elon 
Musk, who is a poster child for oligarchy. The company earns about US$3,150 
in profit per electric vehicle, each containing roughly 3kg of cobalt, mostly 
mined in the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC). For each vehicle, the DRC 
receives less than US$10 in royalties and a miner earns just $7 – meaning 
it would take nearly two years for a miner to earn what Tesla makes from a 
single car.5 In 2024 alone, Tesla made US$5.63bn from 1.79 million electric 
vehicles sold, while the DRC earned at most US$17.5m in royalties.6

Latin America has over 50% of the world’s lithium reserves, an essential 



UNJUST TRANSITION: RECLAIMING THE ENERGY FUTURE FROM CLIMATE COLONIALISM 3

mineral for battery technologies that store renewable energy.7 Extraction is 
projected to be so intense that in just 11 years, the Lithium Triangle (Chile, 
Argentina and Bolivia) will produce more lithium than the Spanish empire 
extracted silver in 300 years of colonial rule.8 Between 2015 and 2030, this 
region will produce 1.6 million tonnes of lithium – enough to cover the entire 
city of Madrid in a 5mm layer of ‘white gold’.9

Communities across the Global South are having their lands seized, water 
depleted and rights trampled in the name of the green transition – not only 
through transition minerals extraction, but also through large-scale renewable 
energy deployment, and false climate solutions such as biofuels, carbon 
markets and gas, that often bring them harm rather than benefits. Indigenous-
recognized lands threatened by industrial activities10 largely related to the 
current extractive energy transition cover 22.7 million km² – an area even 
larger than Brazil, the United States, and India combined.11 This is equivalent to 
almost twice the French colonial empire at its peak.12 

Without urgent reform to safeguard rights and territories, the transition will 
only entrench the patterns of over 500 years of energy colonialism, from slave 
labour and biomass exploitation (timber, charcoal and plantations) through the 
coal and oil era.

A colonial financial system
Natural resources are not the only site of extraction where energy systems 
are concerned. The architecture of global finance is equally skewed, shaped 
by centuries of colonial power and still locking lower-income countries into 
structural dependence. While rich countries can pour billions into their own 
clean energy transitions, the Global South is left with rising debt, punishing 
interest rates and shrinking fiscal space.

In 2024, high-income countries accounted for roughly 50% of global clean 
energy investment, and China for 29%, while Africa accounted for just 2%, 
despite sub-Saharan Africa being home to 85% of all the people in the world 
without electricity.13 The inequality is not only in where finance flows, but in 
how much it costs: clean energy projects in the Global South face interest 
rates of 9–13.5%, compared with just 3–6% in richer countries, slowing the 
pace of the transition.14 These costs are not inevitable – they reflect a system 
that prices risk through the racialized lens of colonial legacies. The impact 
is stark: powering 100,000 people with clean energy costs about US$95m 
in advanced economies like the UK, but US$139m (45% higher) in emerging 
economies such as India and US$188m (97% higher) in African countries such 
as Nigeria.15

Meanwhile, what colonial geographies define as developing countries16 

carry US$11.7 trillion in external debt – more than 30 times the additional 
investment needed to achieve universal access to electricity and clean cooking 
by 2030.17 In 2024 alone, Global South countries paid an estimated US$400bn 
in debt service.18
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It does not have to be this way. The energy transition offers a rare chance to 
rewrite the script – to move beyond extractive models and build an energy 
system rooted in equality, justice, care and collective prosperity. With the right 
choices, power can be restructured, ensuring that all countries and all people 
transition on fair and equal terms. This moment can be a turning point, but only 
if governments confront structural inequalities shaping the transition.

The Global South could be at the heart of a global just transition: in almost 
complete reverse to patterns of energy investment, 70% of the world’s 
untapped renewable potential lies in the Global South. The potential to radically 
transform the energy landscape is tangible. Harnessing less than 1% of the 
annual solar energy from the Sahara Desert could power all of the Middle 
East and North Africa for a whole year.19 Tapping into less than 1% of usable 
wind energy globally could provide electricity to South-East Asia’s 677 million 
residents.20 The estimated cost of this wind power, US$321bn, could have been 
raised globally in the first 10 months of 2024 through a fossil-fuel corporation 
profits tax.21 

Rather than treating the energy future as a race with few winners, we must 
reimagine it as a shared global project. Energy should not be hoarded, withheld, 
or used as leverage for geopolitical or corporate power.  
This structural change requires reparative justice: making rich polluters pay, 
redistributing resources, confronting overconsumption and prioritizing the 
rights of those historically excluded while embracing economic models that 
put equality, wellbeing and ecological limits at the centre. Tackling inequality is 
both a moral imperative and an effective strategy for climate mitigation.

More equal societies demand less growth to meet basic needs and less 
energy to deliver wellbeing for all.22 A just energy transition must therefore 
not only decarbonize but also reshape systems to reduce poverty, redistribute 
power, and secure wellbeing within planetary boundaries. The Modern Energy 
Minimum (MEM) sets a floor of 1,000kWh per person per year, challenging 
narrow ‘basic needs’ definitions of energy access. It is a bare minimum for 
dignity and development rights in the Global South, not a ceiling. Prioritizing 
this threshold is essential, but it also requires cutting excessive and luxurious 
energy use in the Global North. We can provide energy for all and stop climate 
breakdown, but only if we radically reduce inequality.

Communities, workers and progressive governments are already advancing 
just approaches to energy, following a 500-year legacy of resisting colonialism 
– fighting extraction, reclaiming control over resources, and building systems 
that prioritize public need over private profit. From Indigenous and  
women-led renewable projects to unions advocating the right to decent work 
and national efforts asserting energy sovereignty, these examples show 
alternatives are not only possible but already unfolding. This is underpinned 

Reclaiming our energy future from 
climate colonialism
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To start reshaping the energy transition around equality, justice and collective 
prosperity, the following key actions need to be taken.

•	 Differentiated transition pathways: Countries must tailor energy transition 
strategies based on historical responsibility and capacity, ensuring high-
emitting nations rapidly cut emissions, holding fossil-fuel companies and 
the ultra-wealthy accountable, and preserving sufficient carbon space for 
lower-capacity nations.

•	 Equitable energy consumption: Fulfil ambitious reduction targets and 
sufficiency measures in the Global North, focusing on the wealthiest and 
highest emitters, while promoting circular economy strategies and universal 
equitable access standards, such as the MEM, to ensure fair distribution.

•	 Reformed financial system: Overhaul trade and investment systems to 
enable domestic value addition and industrial development in the Global 
South, allowing these countries to move away from fossil-fuel dependency 
and supporting energy sovereignty and progressive taxation globally.

•	 Transformative climate finance: Replace extractive financial models 
flowing from South to North with debt cancellation, grant-based 
climate finance, and reparations initiatives that prioritize equality, local 
communities, the planet and gender justice over profit.

•	 Communities and nature safeguarded: Guarantee free, prior and informed 
consent (FPIC) for all projects, respect for and fulfilment of land rights, 
including prohibiting land grabs and forced evictions, protect critical 
ecosystems where resources are more valuable left in the ground, 
end sacrifice zones and ensure equitable local benefits from energy 
development.

•	 Democratic energy governance: Shift ownership and decision-making from 
private to public interest, ensuring energy is treated as a human right to fuel 
inequality reduction and enabling communities to shape their energy future 
through transparent, inclusive and gender-transformative governance.

•	 International coordination and justice mechanism: Adopt an international 
mechanism at COP30 to ensure policy coherence and accelerate, 
consolidate and achieve a holistic just transition, with the mandate and 
capacity to coordinate, finance and monitor initiatives worldwide, ensuring 
accountability and embedding justice at all policy levels.

Recommendations for a just 
energy transition

by political and ecological visions affirming our collective right to decide how 
energy is generated, distributed and used – as a public good and human right.

There is no single blueprint for a just transition – it will differ across contexts, 
shaped by diverse histories, knowledge and needs. But all just transitions must 
share one principle: energy should serve life, not profit.
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Introduction: climate 
colonialism under 
the guise of climate 
diplomacy
The world stands at a pivotal moment. As the impacts of climate change 
escalate – from devastating floods and wildfires to deadly heatwaves and 
growing food insecurity – the urgency of transitioning away from fossil fuels is 
beyond doubt. But as the energy transition gathers pace it raises deeper, often 
overlooked questions: who stands to benefit, and who bears the cost?

Despite widespread consensus on the need to shift to renewable energy, the 
transition is unfolding in ways that risk reproducing, or even deepening, the 
inequalities and injustices of the past. These inequities cut across borders, 
affecting workers, communities, racialized groups, women, Indigenous Peoples 
and other marginalized populations in both the Global South and Global North 
– yet their heaviest toll is extracted from those living in territories still marked 
by the open wounds of colonialism. 

Climate colonialism refers to the ways in which a small number of wealthy 
countries are shaping the energy transition to serve their own interests.23 Two 
patterns stand out.

First, the extraction of transition minerals such as lithium, cobalt, nickel, copper 
and rare earths, the exploitation of land and ecosystems for bioenergy, the 
deployment of large-scale renewable energy sources such as hydropower, wind 
and solar, and the expansion of carbon credit schemes are together reviving 
familiar patterns of colonial plunder. Mining operations, often under foreign 
ownership, are growing rapidly across the Global South, sometimes with no 
or minimal community consent, limited local benefit and often significant 
environmental and social harm. Renewable energy projects are increasingly 
expanded through supply chains rooted in worker exploitation, land grabs and 
deceptive arrangements with communities – resulting in livelihood and health 
losses, displacement, and the erosion of local ways of life. In this context, 
the energy transition is creating new sacrifice zones and driving violence 
against land and environmental defenders. These injustices are enabled and 
exacerbated by a lack of recognition of the rights of Indigenous Peoples and 
other marginalized communities to their traditional lands and territories.

Second, an economy built on the extraction of capital means many lower-
income countries are being locked out of the transition altogether, despite 
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A just, equal and transformative energy transition offers a powerful alternative 
to the current trajectory. It pushes us to look beyond carbon and technology, 
and to confront deeper questions of power, inequality and accountability.

A truly just transition rests on five interlinked dimensions:

•	 Recognition justice: respecting the rights, knowledge systems and lived 
experiences of marginalized communities.

•	 Procedural justice: ensuring inclusive, democratic and transparent 
decision-making.

•	 Distributive justice: reducing inequality by fairly sharing both the benefits 
and burdens of the transition.

•	 Remedial justice: redressing past and ongoing harm through structural 
change and meaningful reparation.

The need for justice – what is at stake

significant renewable potential and the urgent need to phase out fossil fuels. 
Despite the falling cost of renewables, high debt burdens, unfair lending terms 
and structural tax injustices make it difficult for governments to invest in 
energy access or in the public infrastructure and protections needed to ensure 
a just transition, and leave some governments trapped in fossil-fuel production 
to repay debts.24 Meanwhile, wealthy governments and institutions continue 
to promote financing models that prioritize returns for rich investors over 
community benefit and public good, and endorse global trade and intellectual 
property regimes that hinder access to renewable technologies.25 Moreover, by 
putting their full weight behind corporate-led energy transitions, governments 
and institutions foreclose the possibility of imagining more regenerative and 
democratic energy and economic systems.

These dynamics reflect deeper legacies. Industrialization, powered by 
fossil fuels, was built on centuries of colonialism, extractive capitalism and 
patriarchy. Fossil fuels powered imperial conquest and industrial expansion, 
while their costs – from environmental destruction to gendered labour 
exploitation – were mostly externalized to the Global South. Meanwhile, since 
the end of formal colonialism, development in many regions has perpetuated 
inequalities created by the colonial era, focused on integrating economies into 
global markets as sources of cheap resources and labour, doing little to build 
genuine economic autonomy and leaving many countries trapped in cycles 
of dependency, debt and poverty. Today’s clean energy transition, if left to the 
current systems of power and finance, risks continuing that trajectory. 

This report argues that the energy transition must be more than a 
technological shift. It must also be a structural transformation: one that 
confronts continued colonial relations, resists the financialization of life-
sustaining systems, ensures decent work, and reimagines energy as a tool for 
reducing inequality, care and people-centred diverse pathways to development.
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•	 Transformative intent: going beyond avoiding harm to tackle the root 
causes of injustices. This also means having a long-term vision, working 
within existing structures while enabling the emergence of fairer 
alternatives that dismantle colonialism.

These dimensions must be underpinned by a commitment to gender justice. 
Across every aspect of the transition – from land rights to labour, from finance 
to governance – women and gender-diverse people face disproportionate risks 
and barriers. Yet they are also at the forefront of sustaining communities and 
driving local solutions. A truly just transition must not only prevent gendered 
harms, but also actively put the leadership, knowledge and priorities of women, 
girls and gender-diverse people at the centre, by redistributing power and 
resources. This means embedding care, wellbeing and relational approaches 
to sustainability across all dimensions of transition planning and policy.

Too often, energy strategies fail on every front of justice. Projects are imposed 
without consent, profits extracted while communities face displacement 
and environmental harm, and those most affected by the climate crisis are 
systematically excluded from decision-making. A just transition is not a luxury 
– it is a prerequisite for ensuring that the shift to renewable energy happens at 
the speed required and improves living standards for all. 

As this report will show, there are signs of progress: communities around 
the world are reclaiming their energy futures, often with women at the 
forefront, workers are conquering labour rights within the transition, and 
some governments are starting to prioritize care and wellbeing in economic 
policy. These advances are also legacies of more than 500 years of collective 
resistance to colonialism, capitalism and patriarchy. But these efforts remain 
fragmented, under-resourced and sidelined by the economic status quo. Far 
more is needed to make justice the foundation, not the afterthought, of the 
global energy transition.
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Section 1 sets out how current energy transition dynamics – from transition 
minerals and biomass to renewable energies and carbon offsetting – are 
reinforcing extractive, exploitative, financialized and unjust systems. It 
shows how the dimensions of justice are too often ignored, with serious 
consequences for people and planet.

Section 2 turns to possibility. It outlines a vision for fast, just and 
transformative transitions that are grounded in community leadership, 
workers’ rights, feminist economics and global cooperation. It identifies real-
world alternatives and policy pathways for shifting power and ensuring that 
transitions serve people, not profit.

The final section draws together recommendations – from finance to trade 
reform to public participation – to ensure that justice is the foundation of the 
energy transition.

Outline of this report

The stakes are high. The transition can either entrench a new phase of 
colonialism and inequality under a green banner, or lay the groundwork for a 
fairer, more equal and caring world – as well as a renewable and regenerative 
one. At this crossroads, justice must lead the way.
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Outline of the current global energy system and the 
transformative shifts needed

Private finance-first approaches that 
prioritize returns through blended finance 
and using public money and guarantees to 
lessen the risks for private capital

Energy as a commodity, controlled by 
corporations and investors

Renewable energy deployed through 
centralized systems that prioritize main 
grid-connected areas, mainly major cities 
and industrial developments

Global economic rules that entrench 
dependency through debt, tax evasion and 
investor protections

Land and resource grabs 
displacing communities for ‘green’ 
energy infrastructure

Exploitative labour in energy transition 
sectors and worsening neglect of workers’ 
rights as they are left behind in the phasing 
out of fossil fuels 

Technocratic, top-down projects designed 
without local participation

Carbon markets and offsets used by 
polluters to delay real climate action

Overconsumption in the Global North, 
especially by the richest people, driving 
resource depletion and inequality

Debt-driven climate finance and shrinking 
aid budgets

Public and grant-based finance that 
prioritize community needs and enables 
public control

Energy as a public good and human right, 
governed democratically

Renewable energy implemented as a mix 
of centralized and decentralized systems, 
serving both urban centres as well as 
marginalized and rural communities

Rewritten rules that enable 
sovereignty, redistribution and just 
development pathways

Guaranteed free, prior and 
informed consent (FPIC), full and legal 
recognition and protection of land rights, 
including customary and collective rights, 
focusing on women, Indigenous Peoples 
and other racialized groups 

Decent work and social protection are 
standard in energy transition sectors, with 
workers fairly compensated and supported 
through reskilling 

Inclusive community-led solutions rooted 
in democratic governance and decision-
making processes, care and place-
based knowledge

Polluter-pays approaches and direct 
emissions reductions by major emitters

Energy sufficiency, efficiency and 
redistribution, meeting human needs within 
planetary boundaries

Reparative climate finance, delivered 
through grants, debt cancellation and 
progressive taxation

Transformative shift neededCurrent system
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Energy is essential to a safe, dignified life. It powers homes, enables clean 
cooking and water access, and underpins healthcare, education, livelihoods 
and mobility. Yet access to affordable, reliable and clean energy remains 
profoundly unequal. Around 666 million people still live without even basic 
access to electricity, and 2.1 billion lack access to clean cooking fuels.26 
Energy poverty is highly concentrated. Sub-Saharan Africa accounts for 85% 
of the global population without electricity, while the Global North has near-
universal access. The populations of South Asia and sub-Saharan Africa make 
up over 90% of those lacking access to clean cooking, with the Global North 
representing just 5%.27 One air conditioner in a wealthy European household 
uses as much electricity in a year as the total annual energy access of five 
households in energy-poor communities in sub-Saharan Africa.28

Repeating the past: an 
unjust, colonial and 
extractive transition 

Energy, inequality and the politics of power
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These disparities are not inevitable: they are the product of deeply embedded 
systems of injustice, shaped by colonial legacies that underpin many of today’s 
global economic hierarchies. Nowhere is energy inequality more visible than in 
the lives of women and girls, who bear the brunt of energy poverty.  Equitable 
energy access could affect over 389 million women globally who currently 
rely on emission-intensive fuels, prevent more than 3.2 million premature 
deaths annually from household air pollution, and free up an average of 20 
hours of labour per week per woman globally.31 Women in rural South Asian 
communities collectively spend an estimated 507.38 million hours each day 
collecting fuel, which is equivalent to US$1.52bn in unpaid care work daily.32 
This labour forms part of a wider system of unpaid care work that is both 
indispensable to society and systematically undervalued. Globally, women’s 
unpaid care and domestic work is estimated to contribute over US$10.8 trillion 
in value annually, yet it remains invisible in most energy and development 
policy frameworks.33

Because energy underpins so many aspects of life and development, it is 
inherently political. Control over its production and flow determines who 
benefits, who is left behind, and whose priorities shape our collective 
future. Historically, fossil fuel-based systems – centralized, extractive and 
prone to monopoly control – were instrumental in consolidating the power 
of corporations and colonial states.34 While fossil fuels were not always 
extracted in colonized territories, their use powered imperial expansion, 
enabled extractive infrastructure and disproportionately served colonial 
elites, entrenching global hierarchies of access and control. These systems 
were instrumental in enabling the economic expansion of the Global North, 
extracting wealth and resources from the Global South while externalizing the 
environmental and social costs at the core of the climate crisis.35 
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These imbalances did not disappear with the end of formal colonial rule. 
Political independence in many Global South countries often left in place 
economic structures and technologies that continued to serve Global 
North interests. The North’s head start in industrialization and technology 
development translated into enduring advantages in owning and patenting the 
technologies that underpin the fossil-fuel economy. One of the most significant 
successes for the Global South came when countries seized control of foreign-
owned fossil-fuel corporations and established the Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC) in the 1960s, demonstrating new collective power 
in the international arena and influence in global energy politics.36 Yet even 
when crude oil and gas in the Global South is owned by national companies, 
Northern firms still retain influence through the control of technology, capital 
and high-value segments of the supply chain. This historical imbalance is 
reflected today in stark energy inequalities. Even now, an average person in the 
Global North consumes enough energy in one year to meet the modern energy 
needs of over 45 people in the Global South.37

While this colonial imbalance between North and South remains the defining 
feature of the global economy, patterns of extraction and exploitation 
have also played out within the North itself. In the USA, coal, oil and gas 
development has devastated Indigenous lands – from uranium mining on the 
Navajo Nation38 to oil pipelines cutting through the territories of the Sioux and 
other nations.39 In the UK, coal extraction underpinned industrial growth while 
exposing generations of working-class communities in the north of England, 
Scotland and Wales to dangerous conditions, poverty wages and eventual 
abandonment through an unjust transition to deindustrialization.40 These 
examples show that colonial logics of extraction do not stop neatly at national 
borders; they also operate through hierarchies of race, class, gender, age and 
geography within countries. They are part of a global system in which the 
benefits continue to flow disproportionately to rich elites in the Global North, 
while costs are most acutely felt by those with the least power.

Within the Global North, there is huge inequality in who benefits from the 
ongoing extraction and exploitation of resources from the Global South. The 
wealthiest individuals in the Global North consume an astonishing amount of 
energy and resources, fuelled by their use of carbon-intensive luxury goods 
like yachts and private jets. A single person in the richest 1% of Global North 
countries consumes enough energy in one year to meet the modern energy 
needs of 440 people in the Global South.41 Over the past 60 years, the Global 
North has consumed more than 3,300 petawatt hours (PWh) of excess energy 
– or beyond modern basic needs – enough to power the world for nearly 20 
years.42 On average, each person in the Global North has used six times more 
excess energy than a person in the Global South. If we put a price on all this 
extra energy, it would be worth more than US$454 trillion. More broadly, in the 
last decade the richest 10% of people have consumed half of all global energy, 
while the poorest 50% have shared just 8%.43
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The inequalities embedded in this system laid the foundations for today’s 
climate inequality. The richest 1% of the global population use so much energy 
that, if everyone consumed at the same rate, the world’s remaining carbon 
budget – the amount of CO2 humanity can emit to stay within the target of 
1.5°C of warming – would be depleted within months.44 Meanwhile, many 
resource-rich countries remain energy-poor at home, continuing to export 
energy and transition minerals under terms that favour external markets over 
local needs.

Yet the global shift away from fossil fuels presents a pivotal opportunity to 
break from this legacy of injustice. A just energy transition is not just desirable; 
it is an absolute necessity to dismantle inequality, eradicate poverty and build 
a better world for all. In a world grappling with escalating inequality and billions 
of people living in poverty – often exacerbated by a lack of access to energy – 
managing this transition equitably is imperative. Failure to do so means failing 
to address poverty and inequality, which in turn means failing to tackle the 
climate crisis. If done equitably, the energy transition could enable countries 
to go beyond fossil-fuel dependency and build inclusive and people-centred 
energy systems that pave the way for social and economic development. 

Access to clean and affordable energy is a basic right, but it is not just that – it 
is also catalytic, unlocking improvements in education, health, gender equality 
and climate resilience. But this promise will be realized only if we confront the 
structural inequalities embedded in today’s transition. As this section shows, 
without deliberate efforts to put justice at the centre, the transition risks 
repeating the very dynamics of extraction, dispossession and exclusion that 
have defined the global economy and energy system.
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From colonialism to climate justice

The rise of fossil fuels was central to the expansion and maintenance of colonial empires. 
Coal powered the ships, railways and factories that enabled imperial conquest, facilitated 
the extraction of resources, and integrated colonies into global markets on highly 
unequal terms. Later, oil became strategically vital to military and industrial dominance, 
particularly in the 20th century. Colonial powers such as Britain and France built extractive 
infrastructure – not to serve local development, but to efficiently transport goods, people 
and profits to the imperial core. These systems laid the foundation for global inequalities 
in infrastructure, industrial capacity and emissions that persist today.45

The legacy of these extractive systems continues to shape contemporary patterns of 
climate vulnerability and economic precarity. Take the example of Bangladesh – a country 
responsible for just 0.45% of global emissions, yet among those most acutely affected by 
climate change.46 Under British colonial rule, farmers in Bengal were coerced into growing 
indigo for European textile industries instead of food crops, undermining local food 
systems and entrenching an export-oriented, extractive production model. These same 
industries fed the carbon-intensive development of the Global North.

Today, many descendants of those farming communities face climate-induced 
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The world abounds with renewable energy sources – sunlight, wind, tides and geothermal 
heat. Yet the technologies used to harness them are far from ‘renewable’. Solar panels, 
wind turbines, batteries and electric vehicles rely on large quantities of finite materials: 
lithium, cobalt, copper, nickel and rare earth elements. These transition minerals, though 
not burned like fossil fuels, do not regenerate. They must be extracted, often at immense 
social, environmental and political cost.

The extractivist race for minerals

The Global South holds roughly 70% of transition minerals reserves, including up to 72% of 
cobalt, up to 64% of lithium, around 71% of nickel, up to 64% of copper and around 87% of 
rare earth minerals.49 These resources are also highly concentrated in a few regions: over 
70% of the world’s cobalt is sourced from the southern provinces of Democratic Republic 
of Congo (DRC),50 nearly 50% of lithium reserves lie in the ‘Lithium Triangle’ of Argentina, 
Bolivia and Chile,51 and South-East Asia and the Pacific – particularly Indonesia and the 
Philippines – account for more than 55% of global nickel production.52

29%
Global North

Global South
71%

Transition Minerals Reserves Distribution

displacement due to cyclones, flooding and salinity intrusion, and migrate to urban areas 
to work in the ready-made garment sector. This sector – employing over four million 
workers and accounting for 85% of Bangladesh’s exports – is now under pressure from 
international brands to decarbonise.47 Yet many factories lack the finance, technology 
or infrastructure to do so. Those that are unable to comply risk closure, putting already 
precarious livelihoods at further risk and compounding historical injustices rooted in 
colonial trade and energy systems.

Own elaboration from external data source.48 
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This dynamic is part of a continuum of colonial extraction.  Latin America 
holds nearly half of the world’s lithium but captures only about 10% of the 
lithium battery value chain at the national and regional levels, mostly through 
royalties, taxes and limited domestic processing. Miners themselves take 
home less than 2 cents for every dollar of battery value.54 In just 11 years, 
South America will extract more lithium than the Spanish empire extracted 
silver during 300 years of colonial rule – yet more than 90% of the value is 
captured outside the region, largely by companies in China, Europe and the 
United States.55 Between 2015 and 2030, the Lithium Triangle is projected to 
produce 1.6 million tonnes of lithium: enough to cover the entire city of Madrid 
in a 5mm layer of ‘white gold’.56

As the economic powerhouses of the Global North race to decarbonize, the 
Global South will again be increasingly relied upon for resource extraction. 
While the world must invest heavily in demand reduction, recycling and circular 
economy approaches to curb the need for new mining, fully developing these 
more sustainable supply chains will take time. Even then, some mining of 
energy transition minerals will still be needed. Where extraction continues, it 
must take place under the highest environmental and human rights standards, 
be grounded in community consent and gender justice, and benefit local 
economies. Yet under current global power structures and economic models, 
characterized by foreign ownership, limited domestic value addition and 
unequal trade terms, mining is more likely to deepen existing inequalities than 
to reduce them. If extraction is to be part of a just energy transition, it must 
actively reverse rather than reinforce historical patterns of exploitation.
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Across many of the world’s mineral-rich regions, the expansion of mining 
operations to supply the energy transition is already having devastating 
impacts on communities, workers and ecosystems. These projects are not 
abstract risks – they are real, lived experiences of harm, often reproducing 
colonial patterns of dispossession, environmental degradation and exclusion.

In the past year alone, over a dozen mining companies have been linked to 
a record 156 allegations of human rights abuses tied to the extraction of 
minerals such as nickel, lithium and zinc. Since 2010, more than 800 such 
allegations have been documented, involving harm to workers, Indigenous 
Peoples, communities and ecosystems.57 Mine workers – who are, in most 
cases, local community members or migrants from similarly impoverished 
regions – continue to face precarious and exploitative conditions. Materials 
like silicon metal from China and cobalt from DRC are often sourced under 
conditions involving forced labour, child labour and other rights violations.58

In South-East Asia, rich in nickel, cobalt and rare earths, extractive operations 
in Indonesia,59 Malaysia60 and the Philippines61 have frequently bypassed 
community consent. Corporate deals negotiated by national elites and 
foreign investors behind closed doors exclude Indigenous Peoples and rural 
communities from decisions affecting their lands and livelihoods. Procedural 
injustices abound, as do distributive ones: while multinational corporations 
and national elites profit, local communities are left with polluted water, health 
risks, precarious low-wage jobs and the loss of farmland. In DRC, which 
supplies most of the world’s cobalt, mining has led to serious human rights 
abuses. Communities have been subjected to forced evictions and the violent 
destruction of homes and livelihoods – with little compensation or recourse 
to justice.62

In Espinar, Peru, Glencore’s copper operations offer a stark example of 
how extractive practices can undermine justice and accountability.63 Since 
acquiring the Antapaccay mine in 2013, the company has been linked to toxic 
water contamination, with official reports confirming mining as the source. 
Yet Glencore has denied responsibility and failed to meet its commitments to 
free, prior and informed consent. Instead, it relied on less stringent national 
consultation requirements that do not consistently uphold collective decision-
making. Glencore’s broader track record, including corruption scandals, 
human rights concerns and operations based in tax havens such as Jersey 
and Switzerland, illustrates how the current extractive model lacks sufficient 
corporate accountability and continues to externalize costs onto communities 
that are least responsible for the crisis.64

Communities and workers on the 
frontline of extraction
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These injustices are not isolated incidents – they are symptoms of a deeper 
structural imbalance in the global energy economy. The power to decide 
how and where extraction takes place, who benefits from it, and at what 
cost, is shaped not only by national decisions but also by global trade and 
investment rules. 

These rules systematically reinforce unequal power relations: Global North 
governments and corporations sit at the top, controlling investment flows, 
setting trade standards and dominating mineral refining and clean technology 
manufacturing. Meanwhile, international financial institutions and trade 
bodies in the middle tier push structural reforms and trade liberalization, 
often curtailing the policy space of Global South countries. At the base of this 
system are producer countries – supplying raw materials and shouldering 
environmental and social costs, but with limited bargaining power to shape 
how the transition unfolds.

This plays out in trade agreements, many of which restrict the very tools that 
resource-rich countries need to add value domestically – including export 
restrictions, local content rules, or technology transfer requirements. For 
instance, the EU–Indonesia Comprehensive Economic Partnership Agreement 
(CEPA), currently under negotiation, could constrain Indonesia’s ability to 
pursue downstream processing by prohibiting temporary export bans or 
tariffs on raw nickel – despite these being central to its national development 
strategy.65 Similar provisions appear in trade and investment agreements 
across the Global South.

The risks of such constraints are already visible in other mineral-rich countries. 
Research reveals deep inequalities in mineral supply chains, offering a warning 
of what could be at stake for Indonesia. For instance, consider the cobalt 
supply chain. Around three-quarters of global cobalt extraction takes place 
in DRC, which supplies the electric vehicle industry.66 Tesla is an electric car 
firm owned by the world’s richest man, Elon Musk, who is a poster child for 
oligarchy. The company earns nearly US$3,150 profit for each electric vehicle 
sold, each of which contains about 3kg of cobalt.67 Meanwhile, the DRC 
government receives less than US$10 in cobalt royalties per vehicle – meaning 
that Tesla’s profit per vehicle is 321 times greater than the royalties earned by 
the country supplying this essential mineral.68

Looking at the broader picture, in 2024, Tesla reported a net income of 
US$5.63bn from the sale of 1.79 million electric vehicles. If all the cobalt in 
those vehicles came from DRC, the country would have earned only around 
US$17.5m in royalties – a fraction of Tesla’s profit.69 At the other end of the 
supply chain are miners, some of whom earn as little as US$7 for the amount 
of cobalt used in each electric vehicle. To put this disparity into perspective: 
a Congolese miner earning the minimum wage of US$5 per day would 
need to work for nearly two years to make what Tesla earns from just one 
electric vehicle.70

Power asymmetries in trade
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Although DRC produces nearly three-quarters of the world’s cobalt, it retains 
only 14% of its supply chain revenue, while foreign investors and entities 
retain 86%.71 This is very significant, given that nearly 99% of DRC’s export 
earnings come from minerals. If the country captured the full revenue of the 
cobalt industry, it could gain an additional US$4.13bn annually, equivalent to 
5.2% of its gross domestic product (GDP) – enough to provide modern clean 
energy access to half of its nearly 110 million population.72 At that pace of 
recovered revenue, the approximately 84 million people currently without 
electricity in the DRC could gain access in just nine months.73

This systemic inequality has also surfaced in global climate negotiations. 
One key concern raised by least developed countries (LDCs) and the G77 
negotiating bloc is the imposition of unilateral trade measures by Global North 
countries that undermine the Global South’s transition efforts. A prominent 
example is the Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), proposed by 
the European Commission in July 2021. CBAM requires exporters to the EU 
to pay for the carbon content of certain goods – such as steel, aluminium, 
cement and electricity – if their countries have weaker emissions regulations. 
The UN Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) warns that CBAM 
could disproportionately harm LDCs by making their exports less competitive, 
reducing revenues for essential public services and undermining green 
investments for the transition. Countries such as Mozambique (aluminium and 
steel), Zambia (steel) and Guinea and Sierra Leone (bauxite) could face serious 
economic setbacks, despite contributing minimally to global emissions.74 For 
example, Mozambique’s dependence on carbon-intensive aluminium exports 
to the EU makes its economy particularly vulnerable to import carbon taxes, 
which could decrease demand and increase costs.

Trade agreements also frequently include investor–state dispute settlement 
(ISDS) clauses, giving multinational corporations and their rich shareholders 
the power to challenge and sue government policies in secretive tribunals, 
including policies in the public interest – whether aimed at environmental 
protection, human rights or equitable development. The ISDS system is rooted 
in the postcolonial era, designed in the 1950s to 1970s to protect capital flows 
from the Global North as newly independent states reclaimed control over their 
economies.75 Today, the system continues to institutionalize asymmetrical 
power relations, extracting value and transferring public money into the hands 
of a few. Reform of this system is essential as it deepens inequality and 
undermines the ability of countries to plan and finance their just transitions, 
exposing them to costly legal risks.76

The ISDS system reflects the broader imbalance in corporate control. 
According to Global Witness, between 71% and 81% of global mining 
production is controlled by companies headquartered in advanced economies 
– a stark reminder that Global North countries, and specifically the elite actors 
within them, continue to dominate the most profitable segments of mineral 
value chains.77 Without reform of both trade and investment regimes and the 
corporate concentration they protect, producer countries will remain trapped 
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These trade and investment imbalances are compounded by a growing trend 
to frame transition minerals as ‘critical’ – linking them to national security, 
industrial policy and geopolitical influence. While resource-rich countries 
have a legitimate interest in shaping how their minerals are used to support 
development, the current strategies of many high-income countries prioritize 
supply security over equity and cooperation. It is important to remember that 
transition minerals are vital not only for the clean energy sector, but also for 
military applications – fuelling a renewed global scramble that risks deepening 
inequalities, environmental harm and violence.

A key concern is the exploitation of crises to strike mineral deals that 
disadvantage resource-rich countries, echoing the logic described in Naomi 
Klein’s Shock Doctrine,78 where aid and support are conditioned on the erosion 
of national sovereignty. The recent critical minerals agreement between 
Ukraine and the USA exemplifies this dynamic.79 At the same time, as Arctic 
ice recedes, new frontiers like Greenland are also being targeted, revealing 
how climate action is becoming entangled with the same extractive and 
competitive logic that fuelled the climate crisis. 

Simultaneously, Global North countries and emerging economic powerhouses 
such as China – driven by nationalist agendas – are securing bilateral mineral 
deals and reinforcing extractive power dynamics.80 Initiatives like the EU’s 
Global Gateway, the US Minerals Security Partnership and China’s Belt and 
Road Initiative reflect this accelerating resource race. Meanwhile, African-led 
efforts such as the Africa Mining Vision and the Africa Green Minerals Strategy 
aim to transform mining into a driver of regional development, value addition 
and industrial sovereignty.81 The Africa Green Minerals Strategy in particular 
emphasizes the importance of processing and manufacturing critical 
minerals within the continent, rather than exporting them in raw form, in order 
to maximize economic benefits for African countries. Yet these ambitions 
remain largely unrealized. As noted in the Strategy, this vision is ‘dramatically 
constrained by economies of scale (small markets) caused by the incoherent 
balkanization of Africa by the European Empires in the nineteenth century’, 
highlighting the enduring legacy of colonialism in fragmenting markets and 
weakening regional integration.82 

Realizing this vision will require not only investment and cooperation but also 
structural reform of the global trade and finance systems that continue to limit 
the Global South’s agency and autonomy in shaping the energy transition. A 
just transition must reject this zero-sum approach and instead emphasize 
equity, care and collective stewardship of our shared future.

Securing supply, reinforcing inequality

in a model of raw material extraction, unable to develop the downstream 
industries and policy autonomy needed for a just energy transition.



In the Occupied Palestinian Territory, energy access is shaped by a long-standing system 
of Israeli territorial control, demographic engineering and resource exclusion aimed 
at consolidating dominance over Palestinian land and population. By 2020, 83.8% of 
the electricity supply in West Bank and Gaza was provided by Israel. Palestinians face 
chronic energy poverty – including an electricity crisis that has been ongoing since 2008, 
marked by a 310MW daily household deficit – and some of the highest energy prices in 
the region.83

A policy of centralizing energy systems and obstructing local energy production has been 
in place since the time of the Mandate, maintaining near-total control over energy imports, 
infrastructure and distribution. From the 1920s, when the Palestine Electric Company 
(PEC) was granted a monopoly that concentrated infrastructure in Jewish settlements and 
blocked Arab electrification, to the period between 1948 and 1967, when the Israel Electric 
Company (IEC) expanded monopolistic control across newly occupied territories, to the 
Oslo process, which created institutional chokepoints over Palestinian energy and finances 

Colonialism and energy in the Occupied 
Palestinian Territory
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Across the world, the rollout of clean energy infrastructure is intensifying demand for 
land. From wind and solar farms to bioenergy production and green hydrogen projects 
and transition mineral mining, these developments require vast territories, often in areas 
inhabited by Indigenous Peoples, farming communities and those who hold land through 
customary or collective tenure.

Sixty percent of Indigenous lands covering around 22.7 million km² – an area roughly the 
size of Brazil, the USA and India combined – are currently under threat or face imminent 
threat from industrial development largely linked to the energy transition, including mining, 
large-scale renewable projects, oil, gas and industrial agriculture.93 These overlapping 
pressures are exacerbating existing land inequalities and raising urgent concerns about 
repeating an unjust past.

Green energy, old grabs: land dispossession in 
the new climate frontier

– electricity provision became a central tool of colonial domination and progressive 
occupation, rooted in exploitation and extraction.84

Since October 2023, reports document how the Israeli military intensified attacks on 
Gaza’s already fragile energy infrastructure, cutting electricity, disrupting fuel and water 
services, and weaponizing energy access. The UN experts have affirmed that these 
practices constitute collective punishment and breach international humanitarian law by 
targeting civilian infrastructure indispensable for survival.85 As of June 2025, an estimated 
70% to 90% of Gaza’s electricity networks and solar installations have been damaged 
or destroyed,86 including deliberate attacks, such as the bulldozing of solar panels that 
powered wastewater treatment facilities.87 Gaza’s only power plant ceased operations 
on 11 October 2023 after fuel supplies were exhausted under the conditions of a strict 
blockade, plunging 2.2 million people into a complete blackout.88

Across the West Bank – including Area C, where Israel retains full civil and military 
control – Palestinian efforts to develop solar and wind energy are systematically 
obstructed. Permits are routinely denied, and donor-funded or community-led renewable 
energy projects are often dismantled or confiscated under the pretext of lacking Israeli 
authorization, even in Areas A and B.89 On the other hand, Israeli settlers in the West Bank 
are deploying clean energy on occupied land. At the same time, Israel promotes renewable 
energy agreements with neighbouring countries, which risk obscuring the climate 
injustices Palestinians face – such as the desalinated water-for-solar energy deal with 
neighbouring Arab states, known as the Prosperity Project.90

Despite these constraints, some Palestinian communities have found ways to resist, 
developing decentralized and small-scale renewable energy solutions that build resilience, 
including makeshift wind turbines placed over tents and communal charging stations 
powered by the few remaining solar panels.91 Amid the current crisis, actors are beginning 
to articulate a vision for a green reconstruction rooted in justice and energy sovereignty. 
However, without dismantling the structural violence of occupation, ensuring Palestinian 
control over land and resources, and building systems that prioritize people and planet 
over profit, a truly just energy transition remains out of reach.92
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Historically, land grabbing was a central tactic of colonial control. Colonial 
authorities seized land, displaced communities and imposed legal systems 
that invalidated traditional forms of land governance. These systems 
marginalized women, who today make up a large share of the 2.5 billion people 
dependent on community land systems,95 and laid the foundations for modern 
legal regimes that still fail to recognize collective and customary tenure. 
While today’s context differs, many renewable energy projects risk replicating 
familiar patterns of exclusion – where territories and land are acquired without 
free, prior and informed consent or meaningful community consent, benefits 
are disproportionately captured by elites, and affected populations are often 
excluded from decisions that shape their lives and livelihoods.

One stark example is the expansion of bioenergy production, which has 
become a major driver of land dispossession under the banner of renewable 
energy. The large-scale cultivation of crops for fuel – such as palm oil, 
sugarcane and soy – has displaced smallholder farmers and Indigenous 
communities across Africa, Asia and Latin America, intensifying food 
insecurity and undermining customary land systems.96 In many cases, land 
has been appropriated for monoculture plantations without meaningful 
consultation, often backed by state incentives or international finance.97 
Despite mounting evidence that many biofuels increase emissions compared 
to fossil fuels, when indirect land use change is considered, their production 
continues to be classified as a climate solution. This framing justifies the 
diversion of fertile land from food to fuel. For example, while the production 
of crops for biofuel consumption in Europe requires 5.3 million hectares of 
land, the same amount of energy could be produced by solar power using 
only 2.5% of that area. This clean energy could replace biofuels through the 
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establishment of additional transmission infrastructure to connect to the grid 
and by substituting internal combustion engines with electric vehicles.98 The 
rest of the land could have been set aside as a carbon sink or returned to 
community use. Instead, bioenergy expansion is reinforcing extractive land use 
patterns rooted in colonial histories – where rural and Indigenous communities 
are made to bear the costs of transitions designed elsewhere.

These dynamics are not confined to any one region or actor. They occur in 
projects led by domestic and foreign developers alike, and in initiatives serving 
both export and domestic markets. What unites them is a concentration 
of power and a failure to uphold the rights of Indigenous Peoples and 
communities. Across multiple continents, climate mitigation projects are 
unfolding in ways that marginalize local communities. Many of these projects 
– ranging from wind and solar farms to bioenergy, green hydrogen and carbon 
markets – are being developed without free, prior and informed consent, and 
particularly on land held under informal or collective systems.99 The projects 
often ignore diverse land tenure systems, provide inadequate consultation and 
offer unfair benefit-sharing. As a result, they contribute to growing conflict, 
displacement and rights violations.

This is alarming given Indigenous Peoples’ vital role in safeguarding the planet 
– they manage 40% of all protected land for conservation and 80% of that 
protected due to its terrestrial biodiversity.100 Yet if the Global North’s net-zero 
plans rely on extractive industrial development activities, including land-hungry 
‘green’ solutions, as much as 22.7 million km² of Indigenous-recognized lands 
and hosted ecosystems could be disrupted. That is roughly twice the size of 
the former French colonial empire at its peak.101 Without stronger recognition 
of land rights, the energy transition will become another chapter in the long 
history of dispossession and enable existing inequalities rooted in colonial 
legacies to continue.
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The global expansion of renewable energy is advancing, but it faces significant 
challenges – both in the unequal concentration of capacity and benefits in 
high-income countries, and at the local level, where issues such as land rights, 
environmental harm, private ownership and limited community participation 
often lead to social conflict.

Although clean energy transitions have been framed as an opportunity to 
rectify global inequities – particularly under the principle of climate justice, 
where those least responsible for the crisis are prioritized – this vision remains 
largely unmet. In 2024, high-income countries accounted for roughly 50% 
of global clean energy investment and China for 29%, while other regions in 
the Global South accounted for much smaller proportions – Latin America 
received 3%, and South-East Asia, the Middle East and Africa received just 
2% each – despite sub-Sharan Africa being home to 85% of all the people in 
the world without electricity.103 This stark disparity risks entrenching the very 
inequalities that the energy transition is meant to address.

Green inequality: social conflict and the 
global divide in renewable energy

Own elaboration from external data source.104 
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Locally, the rollout of renewables is also reproducing inequality. Large-scale 
projects often prioritize supplying electricity to major cities or industrial hubs, 
rather than expanding access in underserved communities.105 One opportunity 
that renewables presents is that their deployment can be decentralized, as 
they do not rely as heavily on large-scale production to be cost-efficient, 
unlike fossil fuels.106 However, some current transition approaches replicate 
past centralized models, overlooking the potential to combine large-scale 
generation with community-led solutions that democratize energy.107 In many 
cases, poor practices around community engagement and participation, along 
with the overlooking of environmental safeguards, are being repeated, creating 
social conflict and resistance to the energy transition. 
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This dynamic is particularly visible in Brazil’s Pernambuco state, where over 
5,000 hectares of land – often held under informal or customary tenure 
– have been appropriated for wind farms.108 Many affected communities 
are of Indigenous descent, with deep cultural ties to the Caatinga biome. 
Residents report a lack of free, prior and informed consent, revealing how land 
governance systems that fail to recognize collective rights leave communities 
vulnerable to dispossession.109 On top of this, communities were often tricked 
into signing unfair 40-year deals to relinquish land, with some receiving minor 
benefits and others none – fuelling internal conflict. After the windmills were 
installed, health issues, including mental distress, have arisen due to noise, 
while vibrations have damaged water tanks and homes, threatening food 
security. Promised jobs never materialized, as construction roles were filled by 
outsiders rather than local residents.

One study found that wind and solar parks now cover more than 2,250km² 
of land in Brazil. Although Brazilian entities officially own 89% of wind parks, 
68% of these organizations are subsidiaries of international companies – 
mainly from Italy and France – giving foreign investors substantial control, 
with international stakeholders holding 78% of wind assets and 96% of solar 
assets.110 Much of this infrastructure is built on private land, but concerns are 
growing over land acquisition: 28% of wind parks rely solely on environmental 
registries without formal property titles and 7% are on public common lands. 
Critics argue that the renewable energy boom is driving land privatization that, 
without clear tenure rights, may dispossess traditional and rural communities.

North Africa’s renewable energy transition also highlights persistent colonial 
dynamics, marked by social conflict and land privatization for export-oriented 
projects. Large-scale solar and wind projects are expanding rapidly, often 
on agricultural or communal lands, and without proper consent from local 
communities, such as agropastoralists and small-scale farmers, who already 
face displacement due to the impacts of climate change. For example, in 
Tunisia, laws enacted in 2015 and 2019 promote the use of agricultural land 
for renewable energy despite acute food insecurity, while projects such as 
TuNur’s proposed 4.5GW solar plant aim to export electricity to Europe via 
submarine cables rather than meeting domestic energy needs, illustrating 
the erosion of energy sovereignty.111 Similarly, a planned 3,800km underwater 
cable project linking southern Morocco to the UK continues the pattern of 
resource extraction for Global North consumption, re-enacting land grabs and 
failing to prioritize the energy access of local communities.112 

Instead of supporting local communities, this kind of energy transition is 
deepening inequalities, privatizing commons and fuelling social conflict. 
While renewable energy offers vital climate and other co-benefits, such 
cases underscore the need for stronger protections of land rights, greater 
transparency in ownership and investment structures, and participatory 
models that ensure that affected communities are meaningfully included in 
decision-making and benefit-sharing. If renewable energy is to support a just 
transition, it must do so in ways that uplift communities, respect diverse land 



tenure and governance systems and ensure that climate action does not come 
at the cost of human rights.

Green exports and inequality imports: 
hydrogen in Namibia

Similar dynamics are unfolding in Namibia, now positioned as a key player in the 
global green hydrogen race. The EU, and in particular Germany and the Netherlands, 
have rushed to secure hydrogen as a ‘clean’ fuel to meet their decarbonization goals 
through a memorandum of understanding. But the scale and speed of this transition 
come at a cost.113 Projects such as the Hyphen development in Tsau Khaeb National 
Park require vast tracts of land, water and energy in a country already facing the acute 
effects of the climate crisis, where scarce resources are under increasing pressure from 
commodification. The project’s immense footprint risks displacing communities that 
depend on natural resources for their survival.114 Infrastructure such as massive solar 
parks, desalination plants and a deepwater port threatens to strain fragile ecosystems 
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and disrupt the traditional livelihoods of local communities.

Research shows that Namibia plans to export green hydrogen equivalent to around 
6.4TWh of usable energy annually to Europe by 2030. Yet, that same US$10bn investment 
could, in theory, provide clean electricity to Namibia’s entire population – and still 
power more than 1.3 million people in each of its five neighbouring countries.115 Export-
oriented energy projects may appear attractive because they promise near-term revenue 
streams, especially in contexts where public budgets are constrained. But this is not 
simply a question of Namibia making the wrong choice: in the absence of international 
public finance or structural reforms, countries like Namibia are left with few viable 
alternatives. As a result, they risk being locked into new forms of extraction while long-
term development needs remain unmet. The result is a development model that prioritizes 
short-term returns to external investors, while leaving long-term domestic needs, like 
universal energy access, underfunded and unmet. This is a country where nearly half the 
population – 45% – still lacks access to electricity, and where deep inequalities persist in 
access to other essential services such as clean water.116

These pressures have raised concerns about a new wave of land appropriation, justified 
in the name of decarbonization but with minimal guarantees that affected communities 
will share in the promised development benefits. Such projects reproduce colonial forms 
of structural violence when they override land rights, displace communities or marginalize 
local voices in the name of green development.117

The inequality of producing vast amounts of renewable energy primarily for export – 
adding capacity to populations that already have abundant energy instead of improving 
domestic access – highlights a critical injustice. Recognizing this is essential to ensuring 
that the energy transition does not replicate past injustices.

Unequal financing, debt and dependency-
based development
As the energy transition unfolds, a clear pattern is emerging – whether through the 
extraction of transition minerals, large-scale land acquisition or the expansion of carbon 
markets, too many projects continue to prioritize the demands of global markets over the 
rights and needs of local communities. This pattern extends beyond material resources: 
it is equally embedded in how the transition is financed. The financial architecture 
underpinning many energy investments in the Global South is shaped by logics of 
extraction and control that enable the continuous outflow of value through debt servicing, 
interest and rich investor returns, while curtailing Global South countries’ autonomy over 
their own development trajectories. These structures also routinely sideline the knowledge, 
priorities, access to finance and leadership of women and gender-diverse communities, 
despite their central role in sustaining local economies and advancing community-
level resilience.118

These power imbalances are no accident. As Daniela Gabor and others have argued, the 
global financial system has been restructured to enable what she terms the ‘Wall Street 
Consensus’ – a development paradigm built on using public money and guarantees 
to lessen the risks for private capital rather than delivering public investment.119 This 
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consensus prioritizes investor protections, bankable pipelines and risk-
adjusted returns, often in ways that subordinate public interest to private 
profitability. These risk mitigation measures are justified by the assumption 
they will encourage additional private investment, but they lack any meaningful 
reckoning with the histories of dispossession and inequality that continue to 
shape whose risks matter, and whose development is funded. Moreover, while 
public guarantees and blended finance can play a role in certain contexts, 
evidence shows they have consistently fallen short of delivering the promised 
effect in mobilizing private capital on a large scale.120

Just energy transition partnerships (JET-Ps) exemplify the limits of this model. 
Announced at COP26, the first JET-P pledged US$8.5bn from the EU, UK, USA, 
France and Germany to support South Africa’s shift away from coal.121 While 
the JET-P model is intended to be country-led – a vital principle for a just 
transition – its success ultimately hinges on the scale, quality and terms of the 
finance provided. Yet less than 4% of this is in grants, with the vast majority 
in the form of loans and guarantees, adding to South Africa’s debt burden.122 
Senegal’s JET-P, launched in 2023, followed a similar pattern: dominated by 
loans, it raises serious concerns about debt sustainability and the ability to 
fund the ‘just’ elements of the transition, like social protection or participatory 
planning, within a model geared toward investor returns.123 The same is true 
for Indonesia’s JET-P, where grants make up just 1.4% of the pledged finance, 
raising concerns that the package will add to the country’s future debt burden 
rather than hopes that it will accelerate the transition.124 These examples reveal 
how the JET-P model, while rhetorically grounded in justice, risks reproducing 
extractive financing patterns by prioritizing debt-heavy instruments that serve 
creditor interests over the structural public investments needed for a truly 
transformative and equitable transition.125

JET-Ps are just a small example of the structural injustices embedded in global 
climate and development finance. While private finance can play a role in 
expanding the transition, public investment is essential for delivering universal 
energy access, supporting social protection for workers, and ensuring public 
participation and gender-responsive public services. Yet most low- and 
middle-income countries face severe constraints on public spending due to 
unsustainable debt burdens and chronic revenue loss.

More than half of the world’s poorest countries are currently in or at high 
risk of debt distress. Climate finance continues to exacerbate the problem: 
in 2022, nearly 70% of international public climate finance reported by high-
income countries was delivered as loans rather than grants.126 This means that 
many countries that are among the most vulnerable to the impacts of climate 
change are being pushed deeper into debt to respond to a crisis they did not 
cause. Many Global South nations are forced to spend five times more on debt 
repayments than on climate action.127

To put the imbalance into perspective, so-called developing countries owe 

Debt, tax and climate justice
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US$11.7 trillion in external debt – an amount that is more than 30 times the 
estimated additional investment needed to achieve universal access to clean 
energy and cooking by 2030.128 In 2024 alone, US$400bn was paid in debt 
servicing – enough to provide clean electricity and clean cooking solutions for 
the millions of people still without access.129

Compounding these pressures is a broken international tax system. Each 
year, multinational corporations – including many in the energy and extractive 
sectors – shift an estimated US$1.42 trillion in profits to tax havens, resulting 
in a global loss of around US$348bn in public revenue.130 While high-income 
countries lose more tax revenue in absolute terms, lower-income countries 
suffer far greater losses relative to the size of their economies, undermining 
already limited budgets for health, education and social protection.131 In every 
context, it is women and marginalized groups who pay the highest price for 
underfunded public services. These systemic leakages are not accidents 
– they are the result of global financial rules designed to prioritize investor 
mobility and profit extraction over fiscal sovereignty and public good. As the 
Tax Justice Network recently showed, the challenge in mobilizing climate 
finance is not scarcity: a modest wealth tax and action on corporate tax abuse 
could more than meet most countries’ climate finance needs.132

These entrenched patterns of debt and tax injustice are being institutionalized 
through formal mechanisms and enforced through powerful financial 
institutions. But at the same time, there is a growing movement to flip the 
narrative – questioning not only what debts are owed by the Global South, but 
also what is owed to it.133 While sovereign debt repayment is rigidly enforced 
as countries seek International Monetary Fund (IMF) loan programmes 
accompanied by conditionalities often imposing austerity, as well as credit 
downgrades, the vastly larger climate debt owed by rich countries remains 
unacknowledged, unmeasured in official finance, and entirely unenforced.134

Recent scholarship has brought new rigour to the case for climate debt. High-
income countries have accrued at least US$107 trillion in climate debt to low- 
and lower-middle-income countries – equivalent to the value of atmospheric 
appropriation from emitting beyond their fair share of global carbon.135 

The disparity is stark. The external debts of low- and lower-middle-income 
countries are aggressively enforced, often at the cost of public services 
and social spending, while the climate debts of high-income countries are 
politically neglected and financially invisible. This double standard has direct 
implications for justice in the energy transition. 

Indebted governments are forced to prioritize debt repayments in foreign 
currencies over investments in universal energy access, climate resilience 
or social protection, while the climate finance intended to support justice 
and redistribution remains scarce and difficult to access. This locks many 
governments into carbon-intensive export strategies – extracting fossil fuels, 
expanding mining and deforesting land to earn hard currency – exacerbating 
both ecological breakdown and social inequality.136 Women and girls are 
disproportionately affected, as austerity measures erode public services and 
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The absence of justice-based finance – in both JET-Ps and the wider 
landscape of climate finance – is being compounded by falling aid budgets. 
Though deeply inadequate, official development assistance (ODA) remains an 
essential – though increasingly fragile – source of external finance for many 
countries in the Global South.137 Yet aid budgets are shrinking. One of the 
first acts of the US administration under Donald Trump was to shut down the 
US Agency for International Development, a decision which has had a huge 
impact on climate finance.138 The UK’s overseas aid budget was cut from 0.7% 
to 0.5% of gross national income in 2021 and will be cut further to 0.3% by 
2027.139 The Group of Seven (G7) countries, which together account for around 
three-quarters of all ODA, are set to slash their aid spending by 28% for 2026 
compared to 2024 levels.140 These reductions are happening even as the need 
for public, grant-based climate finance becomes more urgent. 

While the aid system has delivered material benefits, it is important to 
recognize its colonial origins. Aid has too often been used to maintain 
postcolonial spheres of influence, open new markets and sustain political 
and economic dependencies, rather than support autonomous development. 
Moreover, aid flows have been vastly overshadowed by the net transfer of 
wealth from the Global South to North through debt repayments, illicit financial 
flows and profit shifting.141

Yet acknowledging these legacies must not justify the current trend of 
aid withdrawal. While the aid system needs fundamental reform – from a 
dependency-based model to one rooted in reparation and justice – this must 
be an intentional, managed transition. Abrupt cuts risk undermining progress 
on energy access and delaying a just energy transition, particularly in contexts 
where external finance remains essential to reach underserved communities 
and invest in social infrastructure. Until broader systemic shifts – including 
on debt and tax justice – are realized and lower-income countries enabled 
more sovereignty over their domestic resources, ODA remains a vital, if 
insufficient, lifeline for countries navigating the dual challenge of development 
and decarbonization. A reimagined aid model must also prioritize gender 
justice, ensuring resources flow to women-led solutions and community-
based transitions.

Shrinking aid, colonial roots and the 
need for reparative finance 

increase unequal care workload.

Unless structural reforms are made to cancel debts, curb tax abuse and 
recognize the scale of climate debts owed to the Global South, the promise of 
a just transition will remain hollow. Climate justice requires financial justice. 
Without it, the world’s most climate-vulnerable countries will be expected 
to fuel global decarbonization while being denied the fiscal sovereignty to 
decarbonize on their own terms.
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These imbalances in aid and energy financing cannot be fully understood 
without confronting the deeper racialized logics that continue to shape global 
finance. In recent years, critical political economists have illuminated how 
the debt market operates through a lens of ‘racial capitalism’142: the idea that 
capitalism, in its link with colonialism, has always depended on and been 
shaped by racial hierarchies.143 While the phrase has its origins in the Black 
radical tradition, its relevance to the financing of the energy transition is 
increasingly clear. 

This is particularly visible in debt markets, where countries across the 
Global South face significantly higher borrowing costs than their wealthier 
counterparts. It is argued that objective financial risk cannot fully explain 
this; rather, it is shaped by racialized perceptions embedded in credit rating 
methodologies, insurance systems and risk analytics. These perceptions 
are shaped by persistent negative stereotypes, often rooted in a ‘perception 
premium’ of instability, disorder and poor governance.144 These biases were 
starkly evident during the COVID-19 pandemic, when Global South countries 
received a greater number of and more severe credit rating downgrades than 
their Global North counterparts, despite the latter experiencing larger increases 
in debt levels.145 According to one report, such narratives and their portrayals 
in international media cost African countries up to £3.2bn annually in inflated 
interest payments on sovereign debt.146 

These distorted risk perceptions do more than misprice credit – they deepen 
energy inequality. Global South countries face interest rates of 9–13.5% 
for clean energy projects, compared to 3–6% in the Global North, directly 
slowing electrification and decarbonization in places that need it most. Today, 
powering 100,000 people with clean energy costs US$95m in advanced 
economies such as the UK, but the situation is starkly different in its former 
colonies –  in emerging economies such as India it costs around US$139m 
(45% higher) and in African countries such as Nigeria it costs around US$188m 
(97% higher), respectively, due to higher financing costs and perceived risks 
imposed by the Global North.147

The result is a form of financial extraction that penalizes the very countries 
least responsible for the climate crisis. Unless these inequalities – embedded 
in debt, aid, investor expectations and capital flows – are dismantled, the 
energy transition will only continue to deepen global inequality. These financial 
injustices are not abstract – they shape whose homes get powered, whose 
industries thrive, and whose transitions remain stalled. In a world of rising 
temperatures and widening inequality, access to finance cannot depend on 
countries’ creditworthiness or investor confidence.

Racial capitalism and the 
perception premium



The Amazon region is a vital source of biodiversity and biocultural wealth. It is home to 
more than 2.2 million Indigenous Peoples from over 400 distinct Indigenous communities 
– including 85 identified but uncontacted groups – as well as Afro-descendants, 

Extraction without end: the Amazonia 
and the contradiction of sacrifice zones
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Quilombola, peasants and other local communities.148 These communities preserve, 
in their collective memory, the knowledge and practices that sustain this vast and 
intricate ecosystem.

The region spans nine countries and an area roughly the size of the continental USA. It 
holds about 20% of the world’s freshwater, shaped by the Amazon River and its 1,100 
tributaries, as well as the ‘flying rivers’ of humidity via evapotranspiration from its dense 
tree cover.149 It harbours the highest concentration of botanical species on earth, playing a 
vital role in absorbing greenhouse gas emissions and regulating global climate.

However, the Amazon has become a sacrifice zone, as competing interests – from 
farmers, loggers, miners and oil companies – prey on its biodiversity and communities. 
The rubber boom and logging of precious woods in the 19th century, followed by oil 
extraction in the 20th century, have evolved into a new 21st-century rush: hydroelectric 
megaprojects and the mining of transition minerals.150 These are accompanied by 
mounting pressure on ancestral Indigenous territories and fragile ecosystems. The 
resources and traditional knowledge extracted from the Amazon have largely served to 
fuel the Global North’s overconsumption and to sustain a development model rooted in 
energy waste.

Despite being one of the most critical ecosystems for global climate stability, the Amazon 
is under severe threat from external demand. This pressure is pushing the region toward a 
point of no return – disrupting the water cycle and leading to forest loss through a process 
of savannisation. This highlights a deep contradiction: extracting resources from such vital 
ecosystems in the name of the energy transition undermines the very goal of combating 
the climate crisis. It also points to an essential fact – some regions, like the Amazon, 
contribute far more to climate mitigation when preserved and stewarded by Indigenous 
and local communities. This is a call that these communities have made for generations, 
as they continue to defend the forest and uphold its ecological and cultural integrity.

Overcoming the view of this territory as a source of plunder and extractivism means taking 
a stand for social and cultural justice. It involves moving beyond colonialist ideas. The 
current discussion around energy transition – from coal to so-called clean energy – does 
not represent a true paradigm shift as long as it fails to incorporate a critical reflection on 
the relationship with the Amazonia and does not provide space for Indigenous Peoples, 
Afro-descendants, Quilombolas, peasants and other collectives in decision-making 
processes.151 A just energy transition must break Global North–South power imbalances 
and place local resistance at the centre. In the Amazon, a just transition entails an urgent 
call to phase out oil extraction and end deforestation, to first ensure environmental 
remediation and to provide reparations for affected ecosystems and communities.

In this context, it is imperative to support efforts that seek to listen to and integrate the 
voices of the ancestral occupants of the Amazon and for countries to implement fair 
and actionable measures – such as the recent call by more than 50 Indigenous and civil 
society organizations to declare the Amazon free of fossil fuels.152

Fostering an intercultural relationship as a foundational and guiding principle, alongside 
intersectionality, can contribute to a more fair and transformative transition. Thus, 
interweaving social-environmental, redistributive, racial, climate, gender, intercultural 
and economic justice is a good starting point. To chart a path forward, we must ensure 
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16th -18th century 
Spanish and Portuguese colonization

First extractions of timber and gold; 
enslavement of Indigenous Peoples; 
reduction of Indigenous populations; 
loss of traditional knowledge 
and practices.

1850 -1910 
Rubber / latex boom

Enslavement of Indigenous Peoples; 
extensive deforestation.

1920 - present 
Crude oil extraction

Pollution of rivers from oil spills; health 
issues; displacement of Indigenous 
Peoples and local communities; 
irreversible biodiversity loss. 1970 - 1990 

Rise of developmentalism

Large-scale agriculture; road 
construction; massive deforestation; 
territorial conflicts with Indigenous 
Peoples, Afro-descendants, Quilombola, 
peasants and local communities.

2010 - present 
Hydroelectric projects 
and megaprojects

Forced displacement; violation of free, 
prior and informed consent; disruption 
of watersheds; wildlife loss.

2020 - present 
Illegal economies and violence 
against defenders

Drug trafficking, illegal land grabbing, 
mining and logging; intense violence 
and killing of Indigenous and grassroots 
territorial defenders.

2000 - present 
Agribusiness and deforestation

Expansion of soy and palm oil 
monocultures, and cattle ranching; 
severe forest cover loss.

1980 - present 
Legal and illegal mining (gold, 
coltan, etc.)

Threats to territorial rights defenders 
(especially Indigenous); ecosystem 
destruction; human trafficking; gender-
based and armed violence.

Outline of the history of resource 
extraction in the Amazon153
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that Indigenous and local communities’ representatives are given a voice in climate 
negotiations, acknowledging the key opportunity at COP30 in Belém, but extending beyond 
it. Territories are not only environmental sanctuaries but also political spaces of resistance 
for energy justice.
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Decolonizing the energy 
future: a fair, fast, 
funded and feminist 
transition for all
This section explores what it truly means to place justice at the heart of the 
energy transition. It draws on real-world examples that show alternatives 
are not only possible but already unfolding, led by communities, workers 
and governments who have long been imagining and building their own 
energy futures. Across the Global South, Indigenous Peoples, Black and 
Afro-descendant communities and other racialized groups, women, workers, 
peasants and local cooperatives are defending land and life, resisting 
extraction and creating space for more just and regenerative systems. Many 
have been doing so for over 500 years, continuing a long legacy of resistance 
to colonialism. Workers and their unions have also been at the forefront of this 
struggle, playing a foundational role in shaping the concept of a just transition 
– grounded in decent work, labour rights, occupational health and safety, social 
protection and democratic dialogue. Some governments, too, are reclaiming 
sovereignty over their resources and reasserting public control over energy 
systems – placing people and the planet at the heart of decision-making.

These efforts offer critical lessons and hope. But for the transition to truly 
deliver justice, change must happen not only locally and nationally, but also 
globally and systemically – including rethinking how we define value and 
wellbeing and ensuring a radical reduction in inequality. Tackling inequality is 
not only a moral imperative; it is one of the most effective climate mitigation 
strategies we have. It can unlock public resources for social protections and 
energy access, reduce the excessive emissions of the wealthiest, and shift 
the benefits of the transition towards everyone, rather than an elite few.154 The 
choice before us is stark: deepen extractive, growth-oriented systems where 
extreme wealth, inequality and emissions persist, or build energy and economic 
systems rooted in equality, care, justice and collective prosperity.

What we are facing is not a moment for gradual reform, but a rupture: a 
fundamental reimagining of how we produce, consume and govern energy, and 
by extension, how we organize our societies. This challenge spans multiple 
layers: from the local, where well-designed energy projects can deliver tangible 
benefits for communities; to the national, where policy choices can shape 
the direction and fairness of energy transitions; to the international, where 
cooperation, solidarity and accountability are essential to level the playing field 
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and generate trust; and to the political-economic level, which decides whether 
energy is treated first and foremost as a public good and a human right – 
fundamental to dignity, care and human flourishing – or a commodity for 
profit and unsustainable growth.These layers are deeply interconnected, each 
shaping and reinforcing the others.  

Yet even the most promising local and national efforts are constrained by a 
global economic architecture that preserves inequality and limits democratic 
control. A common thread running through the experiences of communities 
and countries is the structural barriers they face: high debt burdens, profit 
shifting and expansive investor protections that erode the fiscal and policy 
space needed to support inclusive, community-led transitions. These dynamics 
skew transitions toward corporate-led, export-oriented models and marginalize 
community and public alternatives.

Still, a just transition is not defined by a single model of ownership, governance 
or technology. What matters most is whether energy systems are grounded in 
the rights, needs and leadership of communities, to serve life and not profit. 
This requires a combination of elements: strong legal safeguards, meaningful 
participation, fair benefit sharing and – in many contexts – community or 
collective ownership. These principles apply across different models, whether 
public, private or community led. No model is immune to capture or exclusion, 
and even decentralized or local systems can reproduce power imbalances. 
What unites truly just transitions is the redistribution of power – ensuring that 
those most affected by energy decisions are not only protected from harm but 
also actively shaping the path forward. Communities, not corporations, should 
be at the heart of the energy future.

In this challenging political and economic landscape, the examples below are 
just a small sample of what is possible. This is also a call to action: to envisage 
what could be achieved if policy frameworks, financing and political will aligned 
to support transformative action and serve people and planet over profit.

Democratizing energy and centring 
community rights
Colonial energy systems have long been defined by centralized control and 
profit-driven decision-making. Choices about energy access, infrastructure and 
ownership have typically been made far from the communities most affected, 
reinforcing patterns of exclusion, disempowerment and inequality. Energy 
planning has been treated as a technocratic exercise, largely disconnected 
from justice, community wellbeing and the cultural and ecological relationships 
people hold with their territories.

This approach has been reinforced by international financial institutions such 
as the IMF and World Bank, which have promoted market-led, centralized 
energy models aligned with Global North interests, effectively exporting a 
Western-centric energy model.155 Despite global gains in energy access, the 
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growth rate remains off track to meet Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 7 
and energy access is stagnating in regions that need it most. In sub-Saharan 
Africa, progress on electricity access is only just keeping pace with population 
growth, leaving the access gap stubbornly high.156 Meanwhile, 2.1 billion people 
globally are without access to clean cooking, and the pace of poverty reduction 
is slowing.157

The consequences of this model are stark. Many Global South countries now 
face rising debt and limited fiscal space to invest in inclusive alternatives. 
Communities often face unaffordable energy costs and exclusion from 
planning processes. What was once framed as a development pathway is 
now revealing its limits – deepening inequality, undermining sovereignty and 
obstructing more just and resilient energy futures.

The shift to renewable energy presents a critical, though far from automatic, 
opportunity to do things differently. Unlike fossil-fuel infrastructure, 
many renewable technologies, such as solar and wind, are well-suited to 
decentralized generation and transmission.158 This opens space to move away 
from extractive, export-oriented approaches towards models grounded in 
justice, care and self-determination. In many contexts, decentralized systems 
that generate energy close to where it is used can enhance local control, 
participation and resilience. But decentralization is not the only pathway. What 
matters most is designing energy systems in ways that guarantee community 
rights, enable democratic participation and prioritize the needs of those 
most marginalized.159

There is a spectrum of models through which communities can participate in 
or control energy systems– ranging from full community ownership to hybrid 
governance structures that still put community rights, voices and benefits first. 
These models can vary by legal framework, funding mechanism, technology 
and scale, but what distinguishes them is where power lies: in the hands of the 
community, or at least meaningfully shared with them.

Across the world, diverse community-led energy initiatives are advancing this 
shift. Their variety is a reminder that a just and decolonized transition must be 
plural – rooted in different worldviews, knowledge systems and relationships 
with nature. There is no single blueprint. What matters is building place-
based pathways that uphold energy as a collective right and a foundation 
for wellbeing.

From rural cooperatives to urban solar collectives, these initiatives embed 
energy governance in local contexts and community priorities. In Colombia, 
inspired by grassroots and organic ‘energy communities’ that civil society 
has built over previous decades, the government aims to establish 20,000 
of these collectives by 2026. Groups of people or institutions come together 
to generate, manage and sometimes distribute energy, typically from 
renewable sources.160 These include state schools and hospitals and they 
aim to empower historically marginalized groups – Indigenous Peoples, 
Afro-descendants, peasants and victims of conflict – as energy producers, 
thus acknowledging historical and structural inequalities while recognizing 
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ethnic communities’ jurisdiction and land governance rights, allowing them 
to generate and manage energy under their own norms.161 This emerging 
democratization of the energy model has been questioned by communities 
over issues related to land tenure and private sector involvement,162 but it 
has also been seen as a positive starting point for a broader debate on the 
distribution of resources. 

In Senegal, decentralized renewable energy is transforming rural economies, 
especially in the north.163 Programmes like PAER and Progrès Lait use off-grid 
solar to power agriculture, reduce waste and support women’s and youth-
led businesses. These systems bypass exclusionary infrastructure, enabling 
communities to control energy use and production. They foster jobs, food 
security and education, while shifting economic and political power locally. 
Grounded in community needs, they offer a more inclusive, resilient alternative 
to top-down energy governance.164

Urban areas also hold potential for transformative decentralization. In Brazilian 
favelas such as Complexo do Alemão and Paraisópolis, residents face 
energy injustices through inflated tariffs, frequent outages and discriminatory 
infrastructure.165 Grassroots solar cooperatives are reclaiming energy 
autonomy, pushing back against systemic racism and exclusion. Whether rural 
or urban, these decentralized systems operate independently from national 
grids, rooting energy in community control. They foster economic inclusion, 
resilience and energy sovereignty, especially when supported by public 
investment and enabling policy.

In all these cases, the core shift is not just technical, but also political. Whether 
through decentralized systems or inclusive public planning, the goal is to 
shift control away from monopolies and toward the people and places most 
affected. When supported by public investment and enabling policy, energy 
systems can be transformed into tools for justice, equity and repair.

Rethinking ownership and governance on 
a large scale
A truly just transition requires not only combining centralized and decentralized 
systems but also the large-scale transformation of ownership and governance. 
Too often, large-scale infrastructure projects replicate extractive patterns: 
prioritizing profit over people, concentrating control in the hands of corporate 
or state elites, and sidelining communities whose lands and labour 
sustain these systems. But alternative models are not only possible – they 
already exist.

In Aotearoa New Zealand, the Nga Awa Purua Geothermal Plant reimagines 
what large-scale renewable energy can look like when built on Indigenous 
leadership, not colonial logic – placing Māori communities at the centre 
not as stakeholders, but as co-owners, initiators and custodians. As one of 
the country’s largest renewable energy projects, supplying around 3% of the 
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nation’s electricity, it demonstrates that Indigenous leadership in large-scale 
infrastructure is not only viable but transformative.

What makes this project distinctly decolonial is its governance model. It was 
led by Māori landowners, represented by the Tauhara North No. 2 Trust, who 
secured a 35% equity stake using financing mechanisms that upheld Māori 
sovereignty by refusing to use ancestral land as collateral.166 This marked 
a decisive break from colonial legacies of dispossession, showing how 
Indigenous economic agency can reshape financial practice. Crucially, the 
partnership embeds Māori values such as kaitiakitanga (guardianship), shifting 
the focus from profit to community and environmental wellbeing. Revenues are 
reinvested into housing, education, healthcare and elder care – centring repair, 
redistribution, long-term collective flourishing and identity affirmation.167

A similarly instructive example is Kenya’s Kipeto Wind Farm, the country’s 
second-largest wind power project. Kipeto comprises 60 turbines generating 
100MW – enough to power around 250,000 households.168 Located on land 
owned by Maasai communities through group ranches, the project used 
a lease-based model that preserved communal land rights and enabled 
direct compensation to local residents. This helped avoid the displacement 
common in large-scale infrastructure, affirming the importance of land 
tenure and community agency.169 The project delivered over 800 jobs during 
construction and invested in infrastructure, education and healthcare. While 
communities have raised concerns about job quality and limited improvements 
in energy access, Kipeto remains notable for its efforts to redistribute benefits 
more equitably.170 

Kipeto is a clear example of working within the existing system to deliver 
positive outcomes. But even in this relatively successful case, the model 
depends on scarce public funds being used to derisk investments for private 
actors, whose risk perceptions and return expectations are shaped by 
global hierarchies. What is needed is not only better projects within the existing 
system, with enhanced community safeguards, but structural change: making 
progress toward financial systems that prioritize equity and public purpose, 
rather than perpetuating unjust investment dynamics. The Kipeto case shows 
the importance and potential of good practice. At the same time, even relatively 
successful models can reinforce existing power imbalances, underscoring the 
urgency of building a more equitable system from the ground up.

Together, Nga Awa Purua and Kipeto challenge the myth that justice-based 
energy models are too small or impractical. They show that when communities 
are given real power – not just tokenistic consultation – large-scale renewables 
can uphold rights, foster equity and resist extraction. These projects offer 
important insights into how to balance local ownership with the financial 
complexity of utility-scale development.

Decentralized systems show what is possible when community and 
development needs are prioritiszed, and bring powerful co-benefits, but will 
not be appropriate or sufficient in all contexts. Grid infrastructure – and 
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its expansion – remains essential for meeting urban demand, supporting 
industry and enabling national and regional integration. The challenge is to 
ensure that all energy systems – centralized and decentralized – are designed 
and governed in ways that prioritize justice and the public good, rather than 
extraction and private profit. This may well require states to assume greater 
ownership of energy and transmission infrastructure to prevent private 
monopolistic control and ensure equitable, reliable access for all.

Gender and energy are deeply connected, yet too often treated separately. Energy is critical 
in the daily lives of women,171 for their household chores, such as cooking; for productive 
uses that enable them to contribute to household income; and for rural industry needs, 
such as milling grains. In the Global South, women play a vital role as energy producers 

Putting gender at the heart of 
the energy transition
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and as managers of energy security for the household.172 Yet, relative to men, they have 
less access to productive assets such as land and technology, and to services such as 
financing and agricultural extension programmes.173 Likewise, women from the Global 
South play an active role in the energy transition through their role as key decision-makers 
on household purchases, which can be leveraged to drive clean energy access and 
encourage the uptake of renewable sources of energy.174 Hence, a just transition must not 
only deliver clean power, but also redistribute time, voice and opportunity – centring care, 
equity and the leadership of women and gender-diverse people.

In Pakistan, the Sarhad Rural Support Programme (SRSP) offers a powerful example of 
feminist energy in action. By installing more than 350 micro-hydro schemes in rural areas, 
SRSP has brought electricity to around one million people, many for the first time. But the 
impacts go far beyond electrification. Women’s unpaid labour has decreased significantly, 
especially in fuel collection and household chores, freeing up time for education, rest 
and income-generating activities.175 Home-based businesses, often led by women, have 
flourished. Though formal participation in governance varies, women’s voices in energy 
maintenance and access advocacy are growing. At the heart of SRSP’s success is a 
model of collective ownership and transparent governance, where energy systems are 
managed by communities, not corporations or central authorities. These projects embed 
clean energy within a broader ecosystem of care, social cohesion and local empowerment, 
offering a vision of energy transition that is both transformative and inclusive.176

In the Cordillera region of the Philippines, Indigenous communities – led in part by women 
– are advancing their own vision of energy sovereignty. In opposition to large hydropower 
and mining projects that threaten their lands and ways of life, they have developed 
community-run micro-hydro systems grounded in Indigenous values of stewardship, 
reciprocity and collective governance.177 Initiatives like the Center for Development 
Programs in the Cordillera (CDPC) and Renewable Energy for Indigenous Women (REIWA) 
train women in technical skills, from electronics to troubleshooting, disrupting gender 
norms and reinforcing community-led governance.178 These systems power sustainable 
livelihoods, operate under ancestral domain structures, and are directly linked to broader 
struggles against militarization, land grabbing and colonial resource extraction.179

These examples show that when energy systems are designed with gender justice at their 
core, they do more than provide electricity – they shift power. Global decarbonization 
efforts often replicate colonial patterns of extraction, centralized control and technocratic 
decision-making, as well as patriarchal structures of violence that exclude women, 
racialized groups and frontline communities. In contrast, feminist energy futures reimagine 
energy not as a commodity, but as a foundation for justice, care and collective wellbeing.

This vision calls for redistributing not just energy access, but also political and economic 
power. It is grounded in community knowledge, interdependence and reparative justice. 
Rather than imposing one-size-fits-all solutions, it embraces place-based transitions 
led by those most affected by climate injustice and energy poverty. Ultimately, this shift 
requires rethinking the purpose of our economies. The pursuit of endless gross domestic 
product (GDP) growth must give way to feminist and decolonial frameworks that prioritize 
wellbeing, sustainability and collective flourishing.180
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The right to decide: energy 
sovereignty in a just transition
Key principles behind community-led energy – fair ownership and 
accountability – also apply at national and systemic levels. This is the 
foundation of energy sovereignty: a political and ecological vision that affirms 
the right of communities and nations to control how energy is generated, 
distributed and used, treating it not as a commodity, but as a common good 
essential to life.

Just as energy systems must prioritize communities at the local level, national 
efforts to reclaim sovereignty must also uphold the rights and participation 
of those most affected by extraction and energy injustice. Energy sovereignty 
challenges extractive, profit-led models by calling for participatory, justice-
centred governance – whether through decentralized systems, public 
ownership or other inclusive approaches. Originating in movements across 
the Global South in the 1990s, the concept emerged in response to energy 
colonialism, expressed through the privatization of public services, corporate 
monopolies, and violent forms of resource extraction, whether from fossil 
fuels, large-scale renewables or transition minerals.181

At its core, energy sovereignty affirms the right to decide which energy sources 
are used, how much is produced, who produces it, and for whose benefit. It 
recognizes the harms imposed on frontline communities through extraction 
and generation, as well as the broader social and ecological costs borne by 
those excluded from energy decision-making. Yet sovereignty is not without 
complexity: tensions can arise between national control and Indigenous rights, 
and between state leadership and genuine democratic participation. Energy 
sovereignty must therefore be grounded not only in public ownership, but in 
inclusive, transparent and accountable governance – ensuring that control over 
energy systems reflects the needs, rights and priorities of communities.

In Latin America, countries are reclaiming sovereignty over the strategic 
resources that underpin the energy transition. Bolivia nationalized its lithium 
sector in 2008, placing extraction and processing under the state-owned 
Yacimientos de Litio Bolivianos company in a move to improve regional value 
addition, wealth redistribution and public control over natural resources. 
However, the transition remains incomplete until it addresses the fiscal and 
financial dependency on resource and land extraction and transforms the 
productive system away from land exploitation.182 In 2023, Chile announced 
similar plans, initiating public–private partnerships in which the state would 
retain majority control. These policies aim to break from colonial extractivist 
models and ensure that ecosystems and local communities are protected.183 
However, such reforms remain vulnerable to elite capture and corporate 
pressure if not accompanied by meaningful community participation and 
robust social oversight.184 
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Mexico has also taken steps in this direction. In 2023, the government passed 
significant mining reforms to reassert state and community control over 
transition minerals. The new laws require public tenders that prioritize national 
interests and mandate free, prior and informed consent, environmental impact 
assessments, and benefit-sharing agreements with affected communities. 
Crucially, the reforms include strong environmental protections, banning 
mining in protected areas, prohibiting underwater extraction and mandating 
water recycling.185 These provisions challenge the longstanding prioritization 
of foreign investment and export-led growth, signalling a shift toward resource 
governance that is guided by ecological integrity and community wellbeing.186

Yet the ability to assert sovereignty over energy and minerals is often 
constrained by global economic structures. Debt servicing obligations, 
investor–state dispute mechanisms in trade and investment treaties, and 
tax base erosion caused by multinational corporations all limit fiscal space 
and policy autonomy, especially in resource-rich but financially constrained 
countries. Without reforms to these international systems, the possibility for 
countries to assert their energy sovereignty risks being undermined by the very 
structures that perpetuate extractivism. As of 2023, Mexico ranked as the most 
frequently sued country globally under investment protection treaties, with 55 
cases filed, many of them in the mining sector.187

Despite challenges, these efforts represent an alternative long envisaged by 
many resource-rich countries: one in which transition minerals and energy 
systems are not extracted for profit, with value captured overseas, but are 
democratic assets that can enable long-term sustainable development and 
a rebalancing of global justice. While these approaches are context-specific 
and politically contested, they lay important foundations for shifting control 
away from transnational capital and toward accountable, socially grounded 
institutions. Their success depends not only on state capacity, but also on 
active civil society engagement and international rules that respect domestic 
policy space.

Ultimately, energy sovereignty is not just about who owns infrastructure – it 
is about who defines the purpose of energy systems. Whether through public 
ownership, participatory governance or legal safeguards, it demands that 
energy transitions serve people and planet above profit and power. But to 
live up to this promise, energy sovereignty must also grapple with its internal 
tensions: between national development and local self-determination, and 
between public control and democratic inclusion. Only by centring justice, 
care and accountability at every level can energy sovereignty offer a truly 
transformative path forward.
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A truly just energy transition must also recognize the people who have powered fossil-
fuel economies – often in difficult, dangerous and precarious conditions. The concept of 
a ‘just transition’ has its roots in the labour movement, first emerging in the 1970s when 
North American trade unions began linking environmental degradation with workers’ 
health in polluting industries. By the 1990s, alliances between labour and environmental 
movements had strengthened, advancing the idea that climate action must go hand in 
hand with decent work, retraining and protections for affected workers.188

Unions in Spain, the UK and Australia played important roles in shaping national policies 
that foregrounded workers’ rights within broader environmental reforms.189 While early 
notions of a just transition focused primarily on reskilling fossil-fuel workers for green 
jobs, the concept has since evolved – now highlighting the need for just outcomes for 
all communities, including but not exclusively workers affected by the transition. The 
concept was then expanded by the International Labour Organization (ILO) in its 2015 just 
transition guidelines, and has since been widely adopted by governments, businesses and 

Protecting workers’ rights and ending 
exploitation in the energy transition
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civil society organizations of, including a just transition declaration at COP26.190 COP30 
in Belém do Pará is expected to be a pivotal moment, where governments may adopt an 
international mechanism to accelerate, consolidate and achieve a holistic just transition.

This evolution is vital. Historically, the energy sector has functioned as an extractive and 
exploitative industry, disproportionately harming frontline workers and communities – 
especially in coal, oil and gas. Still shaped by colonialism, it saw women lose power and 
profited colonial corporations, while women’s contributions were concentrated in unpaid, 
underpaid and precarious work.191 Long hours, hazardous working conditions and weak 
labour protections have been the norm. A genuine just transition cannot rely on clean 
technologies alone; it must be anchored in a rights-based approach that prioritizes safe 
working conditions, strong labour protections, union representation and fair wages across 
the entire energy value chain.

Importantly, clean energy development must avoid reproducing the same injustices of 
colonial exploitation. It is essential to ensure that jobs in sectors like renewable energy, as 
well as mining of transition minerals, are not informal or precarious, do not rely on abused 
migrant workers, and are not outsourced under poor labour standards. A just energy 
system must provide all guarantees and safeguards – grounded in decent work, workers’ 
voices and democratic accountability.

South Africa’s coal decommissioning efforts in Mpumalanga offer a window into both the 
promise and the challenges of operationalizing a just transition. The government’s plan 
includes worker consultation, reskilling, early retirement, environmental rehabilitation and 
investments in green jobs. These justice elements were co-developed with trade unions 
and communities and are to be funded through a mix of Eskom’s budget, international 
finance, loans and carbon taxes. Yet implementation remains difficult amid structural 
inequality, high unemployment and persistent energy poverty.192

Mpumalanga is deeply reliant on coal, with as many as 120,000 jobs tied to the industry 
across the country. While according to some modelling, renewable energy has the potential 
to create up to 79,000 new jobs nationally, it is not yet clear how many of those will benefit 
former coal workers or their communities.193 Political will, structural reforms and equitable 
investment strategies will be crucial to ensure that the transition does not deepen existing 
divides. If the justice elements of the plan are fully funded and implemented, the region 
could offer a model for other coal-dependent areas – but the slow pace of implementation 
remains a concern.194

South Africa’s experience underscores a broader truth: energy transitions must be 
designed not only to shift technologies, but to transform labour markets, reduce inequality 
and protect the social fabric of communities.195 Yet too often, workers and their rights are 
sidelined in transition narratives. Trade unions have consistently called for a just transition 
that is grounded in core labour standards and social protections, including freedom of 
association, collective bargaining, occupational health and safety, decent work, living 
wages, social dialogue and skills development. These are not peripheral demands, but 
central pillars of the just transition vision developed by unions. Ensuring that clean energy 
jobs fulfil these rights is essential to delivering a transition that is truly just, equitable, 
socially inclusive and sustainable.
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From energy inequality to reparative justice
While questions of ownership and governance at the local and national 
levels are essential, a truly just transition must also confront how energy is 
distributed, consumed and embedded in global economic structures. This 
means reckoning with the deep inequalities that shape the current system, not 
only in who controls energy, but also in who benefits from its use, who bears its 
costs, and who is excluded from decision-making.

Today’s global energy model is shaped by competition, overconsumption, 
exploitation and extractivism, a system that enables the highest-consuming 
countries, corporations and the super-rich to maintain their high-carbon 
lifestyles while outsourcing environmental and social harms. A transition that 
simply replaces every internal combustion engine with an electric vehicle in the 
Global North – without reducing demand or redistributing access – would have 
disastrous implications for communities on the frontlines of mining, extraction 
and climate impacts, while preventing communities in the Global North from 
realizing the health and other benefits of safe, accessible and affordable public 
transport systems.196 Equally, a transition that replaces kerosene-fuelled air 
travel with biofuels197 and offsetting that depend on land acquisition in the 
Global South, without reducing demand for private and other premium aviation, 
will widen climate inequality.

Transforming the global system: 
sufficiency, justice and systemic reform

To be truly just, the transition must not only shift technologies but also 
transform the underlying logic of energy systems and how energy is 
consumed: from accumulation and the excess use of a few, to equity; from 
endless growth to sufficiency within the planet’s boundaries, and from 
exploitation of people and natural resources to care. This requires reparative 
justice, including mechanisms to make rich polluters pay, redistribute 
resources and to prioritize the rights of those historically excluded from energy 
access and decision-making. 

If energy were redistributed, the annual consumption of the top 10% global 
energy consumers could meet the basic energy needs of the entire Global 
South nine times over,198 while the energy used by the wealthiest 1% in a year 
could meet the modern energy needs of everyone without electricity more than 
seven times.199 This starkly highlights the climate inequality at the heart of the 
energy transition. This is not about simply diverting energy from one group 
to another, but transforming the systems and structural barriers that enable 
such extremes.

Confronting structural barriers: debt, trade and inequality
To enable just transitions, structural reform is essential. Global 
governance must shift from protecting corporate and elite interests to 
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upholding public and planetary wellbeing. Reforming or replacing ISDS 
mechanisms is critical to ensure that governments can regulate in the public 
interest without fear of corporate lawsuits. At the same time, grant-based, 
reparative climate finance – rather than loans that deepen debt – alongside 
debt cancellation, are urgently needed to expand fiscal space and allow 
countries to invest in inclusive, community-centred transitions without trade-
offs. Technology transfer must also be dramatically accelerated, including 
through the removal of restrictive intellectual property regimes that currently 
allow a handful of countries and companies to capture most of the value from 
renewable technologies.

Crucially, greater economic equality is a precondition for climate justice and a 
just transition. As mounting evidence shows, it is possible to end poverty and 
tackle climate breakdown together, but doing so requires a radical reduction 
in inequality.200 More equal societies and economies demand less growth to 
meet basic needs, require less energy to deliver wellbeing for every person, and 
reduce the disproportionate emissions of the richest. A just energy transition 
must therefore not only decarbonize systems but also reshape them to reduce 
poverty, redistribute power and deliver wellbeing within planetary boundaries. 

Global institutions must be reformed to support this vision. A UN Framework 
Convention on Tax Cooperation offers a path toward more equitable and 
democratic financing of sustainable development, especially when contrasted 
with the economic models of the World Bank and IMF.201 While imperfect, 
the UN system also remains more representative of the Global South. 
Democratizing global decision-making and ensuring that frontline communities 
and nations have meaningful power in setting the rules of the global economy 
is key to building a just and equal transformation. This must go hand in hand 
with taxing extreme wealth and corporate excess, including introducing 
permanent wealth taxes on billionaires, polluter profit taxes on fossil-fuel 
companies and excess profit taxes on other corporate giants that profit 
from crisis.202 

Rebalancing energy demand and rethinking consumption
Redesigning the energy system means addressing these global asymmetries 
alongside domestic inequalities – such as elite capture, energy poverty and 
uneven infrastructure access. In this context, decentralization is not just 
about scale or technology – it is about rebalancing who benefits from energy 
systems and whose needs are prioritized.

Rather than treating the energy transition as a race in which only a few 
countries can ‘win’, we must reimagine it as a shared global project; one 
that provides sufficient, reliable and clean energy for all, without sacrificing 
ecosystems or frontline communities. A core principle is that energy should 
not be hoarded, withheld or used as a lever of geopolitical or corporate power.

There are reasons for cautious optimism. According to the International 
Renewable Energy Agency (IRENA), global renewable energy capacity has 
doubled over the past decade and is on track to surpass coal by 2030. 
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Crucially, 70% of the world’s untapped renewable potential (solar and wind) 
lies in the Global South203 – offering not only a historic opportunity to leapfrog 
into cleaner and more equitable energy futures but also highlighting the urgent 
need to level the playing field with the Global North by addressing structural 
inequalities in technology access, investment and decision-making power.

For example, the total solar energy reaching the earth’s surface in just one 
hour could meet global energy demand for an entire year.204 Africa alone 
accounts for roughly 40% of the total global solar potential.205 Harnessing 
less than 1% of the annual solar energy from the Sahara Desert alone could 
power the entire Middle East and North Africa region with clean energy.206 Wind 
energy offers similarly transformative potential. Global wind flows contain 
around 900TW of kinetic energy – more than 45 times the world’s current 
total energy consumption207. Tapping into less than 1% of the world’s usable 
wind energy could provide clean electricity to South-East Asia’s 677 million 
residents.208 The estimated cost, US$331bn, could have been raised globally in 
the first 10 months of 2024 through a fossil-fuel corporation profits tax.209

Yet this progress risks being undermined if high-consumption models remain 
the default, particularly those based on unsustainable resource use, land grabs 
and continued extraction in the Global South to sustain lifestyles in the Global 
North. A more balanced approach could be guided by the principle of energy 
sufficiency, supported by improvements in efficiency. In the Global North, 
where per capita energy use is often 10 times higher, sufficiency means more 
than marginal efficiency improvements. It means asking hard questions about 
how much energy is enough, and for whom. It means reducing unnecessary 
demand – particularly excess luxury consumption, such as private jets and 
superyachts – in line with planetary boundaries and recognizing that endless 
consumption is not compatible with a liveable future.

Another promising concept is the Modern Energy Minimum (MEM), which 
challenges the limited energy access that the Global South is often expected 
to accept under basic needs metrics. The MEM sets a benchmark of at 
least 1,000kWh per person per year – enough to meet basic needs and 
enable meaningful participation in economic and social life. Prioritizing this 
threshold in the Global South, where energy poverty remains widespread, is 
essential for upholding development rights and human dignity. It should be 
understood not as a cap or aspiration, but as a bare minimum. This concept 
is most effective when seen as complementary to efforts to reduce excessive 
energy consumption in the Global North, restricting unnecessary and luxury 
consumption. In short, we can provide energy for all, and ensure we stop 
climate breakdown, but only if we radically reduce inequality.

Resisting energy appropriation and challenging 
extractive flows
The global economy also relies on an unequal system of energy appropriation. 
The energy embedded in food, electronics and manufactured goods consumed 
in the Global North is largely extracted from and expended in the Global South, 
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externalizing environmental damage while reinforcing global inequalities.210 
Even in a low-carbon future, these dynamics risk reproducing injustice unless 
actively challenged. It is also rooted in a flawed economic system that 
priorities continued GDP growth above all else. This corrosive logic assumes 
that raising the incomes of the poorest to a level that is enough to survive must 
also involve raising the incomes of the richest – and it both tolerates growing 
inequality and accelerates ecological breakdown. It is also a system that fails 
to measure, recognize or value huge contributions to our wellbeing, like the 
billions of hours of unpaid care work undertaken every day by women and girls, 
especially those living in poverty and from marginalized groups.211

Confronting these interlocking injustices will require a systemic reorientation of 
economies and international norms. Frameworks such as circular, regenerative 
and wellbeing economies offer pathways to reduce material throughput, 
design out waste, and prioritize human and ecological flourishing over GDP 
growth: achieving these transformations should be the priority of Global North 
governments and corporations. 

Learning from lived experience and historical lessons
The Well-being of Future Generations Act (2015) in Wales provides 
one example of how national policy can embed long-term thinking, 
intergenerational justice and sustainability into law.212 By requiring public 
bodies to act in pursuit of wellbeing goals – including environmental resilience 
and global responsibility – the Act illustrates how governments can begin to 
reorient economies around people and planet, rather than short-term profit.

The Welsh experience is particularly significant, given its history of fuelling 
the UK’s industrial rise through coal extraction – and the subsequent social 
and environmental costs of a transition that failed to support workers and 
communities. As a nation that has long experienced structural marginalization 
and high levels of poverty despite being part of a wealthy state, its turn toward 
wellbeing offers a symbolic and practical shift, even if the Act’s ambitions 
remain only partially realized.

Just as these policy experiments can offer insight, so too can long-standing 
struggles and worldviews. Indigenous communities around the world have 
long modelled alternative relationships with energy, land and nature that are 
grounded in reciprocity, interdependence and care. Their leadership offers 
vital lessons for building systems that honour ecological limits and collective 
wellbeing over extraction and profit.



UNJUST TRANSITION: RECLAIMING THE ENERGY FUTURE FROM CLIMATE COLONIALISM 52

A new foundation for just transitions
As all countries grapple with the challenge of transition, there is a growing need 
to learn from such efforts – however incomplete – and to build frameworks 
that radically reduce inequality and are grounded in justice, care and collective 
prosperity at every level. Ultimately, creating a more equitable global energy 
future will require rebalancing not just where energy comes from, but who gets 
to use it, under what conditions, and for what purpose. This is not a call for a 
single blueprint, but an invitation to transform energy systems into tools for 
repair, redistribution and regeneration – supported by structural reforms in 
trade, finance, tax and technology.
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Recommendations for a 
just energy transition: 
addressing climate 
colonialism

1.Differentiate transitions globally based on responsibility 
and capability
High-emitting countries should:

•	 Immediately ramp up their domestic climate mitigation plans in line with 
the 1.5°C warming target, and with the country’s fair share, so as to not 
be in breach of international law (as stated by the International Court of 
Justice Advisory Opinion).

•	 Leave enough carbon budget for countries that have less capacity to 
transition from fossil fuels and are highly dependent on these fuels, and 
allow more time for their transition pathway. 

•	 Radically increase climate finance to make up for historic emissions and 
support Global South countries’ climate action. 

All countries should:

•	 Adopt a climate justice and equity-based framework to define differentiated 
time-context pathways to phase out fossil fuels based on historical 
responsibility for the climate crisis, capacity to act and development needs.

•	 Ensure sufficient funding for those countries that are least responsible 
for the climate crisis and lack the fiscal space to transition from dirty to 
clean fuel.

The energy transition is not inherently just: without systemic change it risks 
reproducing the same extractive and exploitative patterns that caused the 
climate crisis. A truly just, fast, feminist and funded transition requires not just 
cleaner energy, but fairer systems. This means redistributing power, remedying 
historical injustice, confronting systemic inequalities and building energy 
systems that serve people and the planet – not profit.
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2.Address overconsumption that drives global emissions
Governments from developed countries, but also many emerging 
economies, should:

•	 Set ambitious energy reduction targets, as reducing aggregate energy 
demand is the most immediate way to reduce greenhouse gas emissions. 
Additionally, set ambitious energy efficiency targets to further reduce 
energy consumption, specifically of the richest households.

•	 Commit to a shift in economic goals, away from an exclusive focus on GDP 
growth towards delivering wellbeing and justice for all within planetary 
boundaries. 

•	 Develop and implement ambitious circular economy strategies to create 
regenerative value chains that reduce aggregate resource demand.

•	 Acknowledge the enormous climate debt that rich countries owe for 
their global carbon emissions and address this by financially supporting 
countries that did not contribute to the climate crisis. 

All countries should:

•	 Set and pursue equitable energy targets such as the Modern Energy 
Minimum (MEM) of 1,000kWh/person/year to ensure equitable energy 
distribution worldwide and universal access. The MEM raises the standard 
well above the current SDG7 metric to establish a development-oriented 
benchmark for global electricity access that better reflects the energy 
needs required to lift people into middle-income status.

3.Transform trade and investment frameworks and reform 
tax systems
Current trade and investment regimes reinforce structural inequalities, 
especially between resource-rich developing countries and industrialized 
economies. These regimes often limit policy space, entrench extractivism 
and hinder the energy transition, hampering resource-rich countries trying to 
reassert control over their resources to add local value and build alternative 
economies that are not dependent on fossil fuels.

All countries should: 

•	 Radically revise the rules, practices and institutions that govern investment 
and trade that currently block domestic value addition, technology 
transfer and industrial sovereignty in resource-rich countries and map 
out international investment and trade regimes that are sustainable, fair, 
inclusive and address historic imbalances. 

•	 End the investor–state dispute settlement (ISDS) system in 
investment treaties and contracts to ensure that states’ abilities 
to regulate for climate justice, labour rights and local development 
are not constrained and to give producer countries more 
policy autonomy. 
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4. End extractive finance and prioritize public investment
Currently, many low-income countries spend more on debt repayment than 
on climate action. Polluter countries need to recognize their responsibility for 
the climate crisis and pay for the damage. Global North countries with high 
historical emissions should:

•	 Cancel unsustainable debt to give low and middle-income countries the 

•	 Build fair carbon border adjustment regimes, in particular amending 
the EU’s Carbon Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM), the first fully 
implemented regime, by channelling CBAM revenues into additional 
climate finance for low-income countries (in need for finance to fund 
their transition) and providing an exclusion or exemption period for 
least developed countries.

•	 Implement fair international tax reforms to stop profit shifting and tax 
abuse by multinational corporations, enabling countries to retain public 
revenue for development. 

•	 End tax abuse by multinational corporations by putting in place 
effective and inclusive rules to end tax havens and shell companies, 
and institute global tax reforms through the UN Framework 
Convention on International Tax Cooperation to restore fiscal 
sovereignty for the Global South.

•	 Ensure that the wealthiest individuals and most polluting companies 
pay for their own pollution:

•	 The world’s largest fossil-fuel companies make billions in profit 
and are responsible for a large proportion of global greenhouse 
gas emissions. A polluter profits tax on these companies 
would ensure that renewable energy is more profitable than 
fossil fuels, encouraging companies to invest in renewables, 
while revenues can be used to support climate action in Global 
South countries. 

•	 The wealth of the richest 1% has surged by US$33.9 trillion 
since 2015, enough to end annual poverty 22 times, yet 
billionaires only pay around 0.3% in real taxes. COP30 in Brazil, 
South African’s presidency of the G20, and the negotiations for 
a UN Framework Convention on International Tax Cooperation 
are key opportunities for international cooperation to tax 
the super-rich and invest in equity and climate action in the 
Global South.

•	 Support regional development agendas such as the Africa Green Minerals 
Strategy, and go beyond with an OPEC-like mechanism for transition 
minerals led by the Global South. This would provide a roadmap for 
harnessing mineral wealth to drive value addition at source, regional 
industrialization and climate resilience. All countries should support this 
and other Global South initiatives.
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fiscal space necessary to achieve the SDGs and Paris climate goals.

•	 Acknowledge historical injustices in the climate finance negotiations 
and adhere to the legally binding commitment to provide climate finance 
established in Article 9.1 of the Paris Agreement – and under international 
human rights treaties213 – by increasing grant-based climate finance for 
loss and damage, adaptation and mitigation, as well as a just transition, 
including in programmes such as just energy transition partnerships (JET-
Ps) that currently offer mostly loans rather than grants.

•	 Rebuild aid around principles of reparation not dependency and redirect aid 
flows towards reparative finance models that foreground community needs, 
gender justice and public good. 

5. End extractive practices and ensure community consent
Fossil fuels, transition minerals and renewable energy such as green hydrogen 
have been and are being extracted, perpetuating cycles of exploitation and 
environmental harm. The following actions must be taken to break this cycle.

Global North countries should avoid and reduce the expansion of land and 
resource use abroad to meet climate targets by:

•	 setting ambitious direct emissions reduction targets without making use of 
carbon credits to offset emissions elsewhere. 

•	 prioritizing energy sufficiency measures and reducing aggregate energy 
demand instead of driving up green hydrogen demand and investing only in 
green hydrogen under strict social, environmental and economic conditions, 
including the delivery of local benefits.

•	 reforming damaging bioenergy policies by ending all incentives for burning 
trees and crops, and implement the cascading principle – prioritizing 
the most efficient and sustainable uses of biomass, such as for building 
materials, products and recycling – so that burning biomass for energy is a 
last resort that is used in sectors with no other options.

All governments must: 

•	 Ensure that free, prior and informed consent (FPIC) is guaranteed 
for Indigenous Peoples, as well as for local communities and other 
marginalized groups, as a best practice principle in all energy transition 
projects, including the sourcing of transition minerals.

•	 Cease land grabbing and forced evictions, respect legally recognize 
customary and collective tenure systems, and protect the land rights 
of women, Indigenous Peoples, peasants and other marginalized 
communities.

•	 Ban large-scale energy and mineral projects on disputed or ecologically 
critical lands and fully protect climate-critical ecosystems through 
Indigenous and community stewardship.
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•	 Adhere to the highest environmental, human rights, transparency and labour 
standards when extracting transition minerals, with equitable benefits 
flowing directly to local population. 

•	 The Principles and Actionable Recommendations from the United 
Nations Secretary General (UNSG) panel on Critical Minerals 
represent a critical and timely step toward ensuring that the race 
to net zero does not increase inequality: the multistakeholder High-
Level Expert Advisory Group (HLEAG) that carries forward the 
implementation of these recommendations should be established as 
soon as possible.

6. Democratize energy ownership and governance
Governments are providers of public goods and need to take a proactive role 
in shaping their economies for the common good, including energy. Donors 
looking primarily to the private sector and viewing the role of the state as using 
its resources to primarily derisk and facilitate private investors, described 
as the ‘Wall Street Consensus’, should recognise that this system failed to 
deliver the promised scale of finance, often socializes risk, privatizes profit and 
reinforces existing inequalities, leaving frontline and marginalized communities 
excluded from benefits. Power and control over energy systems should shift 
from private profit to public interest. Nations and communities should be 
enabled to shape their own energy paths.

All countries must:

•	 Reform national energy strategies to prioritize energy as a human right and 
public good, with strong environmental and social safeguards over export-
driven, profit-maximizing models. 

•	 Protect against elite capture by enforcing transparency and community 
oversight and strengthening participatory governance structures at all 
levels to ensure accountability and local empowerment.

•	 Prioritize public and community ownership models that treat energy as a 
human right and public good. Invest in decentralized renewable systems 
that are locally governed and tailored to the needs of communities, 
especially in rural and underserved areas. 

•	 Ensure gender-transformative approaches by embedding care, wellbeing 
and the leadership of women and gender-diverse people at the heart of 
transition planning and invest in gender-responsive energy access that 
reduces unequal care responsibilities and enables women-led enterprises.
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7. Embed justice at all levels of policy
Current (national) efforts on just transition are fragmented and risk being 
uneven, ad hoc and duplicative. There is a lack of transparency and 
accountability in implementing commitments and no common understanding 
of what constitutes a ‘just’ transition, with the clear risk of weak or even 
counterproductive initiatives. There is also a lack of sharing of experiences 
and lessons learned among countries, labour unions, communities, Indigenous 
Peoples and other stakeholders, which would support countries in developing 
just transition plans. An international mechanism is needed to ensure 
coherence in policies and practices across countries.

All countries must: 

•	 Adopt an international mechanism at COP30 to accelerate, consolidate 
and achieve a holistic just transition across the whole economy within 
and between countries, through international cooperation based on the 
principles of equity and common but differentiated responsibilities and 
respective capacities (CBDR-RC). Its role is laid out below.

•	 Identifying current gaps and filling these, overcoming barriers and 
avoiding the replication of just transition efforts among mechanisms 
and bodies worldwide.

•	 Identifying ways forward on international cooperation and means of 
implementing a just transition. 

•	 Creating synergies and recommending and establishing common 
metrics or indicators for what constitutes a just transition.

•	 Coordinating funding or supporting the establishment of a financial 
window for a just transition and guiding financial assistance to 
communities, workers and sectors facing decarbonization.

•	 Building capacity and supporting countries – especially low-income 
countries – in developing context-specific just transition plans, 
ensuring that the benefits of climate action are shared fairly.

•	 Tracking progress and supporting countries in being transparent and 
accountable in implementing their just transition commitments.

•	 Facilitating the sharing of experiences, best practices and lessons 
learned among countries, labour unions, Indigenous Peoples and 
other stakeholders.
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