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7
Mutual benefits of  
democracy and ambitious  
climate policies

Democracies are best suited to ensure effective and 

just climate policies. And, conversely, with ambitious 

climate policies, we can also protect democracy.

1 
Ambitious climate
action for social justice
and equality
 

Climate change is threatening the foundations of 

our well-being. In contrast, ambitious climate action 

can reduce existing social injustice — both globally 

and at home. Social democrats have always fought 

for social justice. They have successfully dealt with 

fundamental transitions of the past in a socially just 

manner, and they can draw on an extensive repo-

sitory of inspiring concepts for environmental and 

social sustainability. 

3
Compounding  
megatrends

Decarbonisation is not the only transformation  

that we are currently witnessing. For example,  

digitalization and demographic change, as well as 

the changing nature of employment will signifi-

cantly affect how and when we work. 

2
Decarbonisation of the
economy

Building a society and economy no longer based on 

carbon-intensive fossil fuels (“decarbonisation”) will 

require massive investments as well as technical and 

social innovation. At the same time it is an opportu-

nity to create many new and secure jobs, new pro-

ducts and new business models in many industries.

5
Socially just mobility
transformation

A mobility transformation offers huge opportunities 

to increase our quality of life. It is needed, and it 

is already happening, as hundreds of communities 

implement smart and sustainable mobility concepts, 

which make the lifes of their citizens healthier, 

urban spaces more community friendly, local econo-

mies stronger, societies more just and the environ-

ment cleaner for us and for generations to come.

6 
Who decides on ambitious  
climate policies in a  
democracy?
 

All the necessary political instruments to combat 

climate change are already available — they simply 

need to be applied, preferably as a mix of supra- 

national, national, regional and individual actions.

Content

In this manual of arguments, we apply the rules of 

best practice for effective climate communication. 

The dos and don’ts of climate communication, as 

well as the structure of the manual and the chap-

ters it includes, will be outlined in the introduction.  

We urgently need a bold climate policy. And ma-

king this policy socially just is a precondition for 

its sustainability and success. With this manual of 

arguments we present ways of doing what we as 

a society have to do now, before it’s too late.

4
Socially just energy
transformation
 

By promoting the energy transition, four goals will 

be achieved in moving our societies forward. Firstly, 

renewables will democratise our electricity systems. 

Secondly, they will help us to ensure affordable 

access to reliable energy for all: workers, businesses 

and consumers. Thirdly, the energy transition will 

clearly help to combat climate change and the asso-

ciated social distortion. Finally, renewables improve 

individual and public health.
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Dear Reader,

There are some issues which, despite their excep-

tionally complex and challenging nature, we have 

ample evidence to suggest are entirely solvable 

and, what is more, solving them would immediately 

change our lives for the better. Climate policy is one 

such issue, and with this manual of arguments, we 

seek to contribute to the common effort to meet 

this challenge.

 

First though, we thought it might be nice to begin 

with a personal story. A tale related by one of the 

authors of our manual. In the process of writing his 

chapter, our author started to commute to work 

by bicycle two or three times a week, instead of 

making the journey by car as usual. This author 

does not just live on the outskirts of the city centre, 

but rather all of 11 km from the office. This is an 

excellent illustration of how small impetuses and 

incentives, what we might call »nudges«, whether 

material or psychological, can change our way of life 

for the better. In the case of this one author, these 

benefits included improving his physical condition 

and health, saving a bit of money, no longer contri-

buting to air pollution, and allowing himself time 

in the outdoors to order his thoughts and enjoy the 

fresh air. Even more importantly though, the au-

thor was rewarded with a positive sense of having 

contributed to a healthier future for his children. 

And this is the first key message of this manual: By 

changing our way of life, making it more com-

patible with our environment, we can prevent 

those dramatic changes for the worse, those 

consequences of a deteriorating climate that 

will affect each and every one of us. We can 

improve our current quality of life. As our re-

action to the Covid-19 pandemic illustrates, faced 

with new constraints, we are able to adjust and 

change our way of life, making it more sustainable. 

The same is true of our efforts to tackle the clima-

te crisis. The policies and best practices in this field 

are anything but wishful thinking, these things are 

already part of everyday reality for thousands and 

thousands of people in cities, regions and countries 

with progressive environmental policies around  

the world. Collective action is crucial if we are to  

achieve the infrastructural changes needed to in- 

duce changes in behaviour. Rather than leaving it  

to the markets, this common undertaking must be  

a democratic process based on universal solidarity  

and a strong commitment to a common cause.

 

Climate action means social justice

A key message of our manual is that social justice 

and social wellbeing are inextricably linked 

with the environment and climate. It is, after 

all, always the financially less well-off or the middle 

classes who suffer more because of the climate crisis, 

rather than those with a secure web of privileges 

and enough of a financial cushion to absorb its dire 

consequences. It is the small farmers who have lost 

their living because of drought, the elderly citizens 

enduring the increasingly hot summers, the sub-

urban middle-class commuters constantly stuck in 

traffic jams or living near motorways and industrial 

areas, permanently inhaling emissions, or the wor-

kers at a car factory whose jobs are at risk because 

the company management ignored the winds of 

change, sticking for far too long to outdated tech-

nologies and allowing a plethora of business oppor-

tunities pass them by. Whether we are talking about 

decentralised energy supply, sustainable transport, 

the just transition of coal regions, providing former 

coal workers with sustainable green jobs, thus en-

suring income stability for their families, ambitious 

climate policies are helping the people, who would 

otherwise be hit hardest by the impacts of a rapidly 

changing climate. These policies provide them with 

security and prospects. By facing the challenges of 

our current climate reality head on, green policies 

put our lives and the lives of our children on a more 

solid footing.

 

The EU has set itself the goal of becoming the first 

carbon-neutral continent by 2050. This is far from 

utopian. The good news is that established social 

democratic policy tools are already in place that sup-

port energy efficiency, the replacement of fossil fuel 

with renewable energy, sustainable mobility, waste 

management, the transition from a linear to a cir-

cular economy, to name just a few. And with these 

policies, we can achieve our goals. We just need to 

step up our efforts, speed up the process and 

build on the many good practices, that have 

delivered tangible, practical results when it 

comes to making our societies environmentally 

sustainable and improving our quality of life 

and that of the generations to come.

 

With people‘s support

Encouraging news: There is overwhelming support 

for this type of policy from populations around the 

world: A majority of citizens have indicated their 

support for governments to prioritise climate ac-

tion, even during the post-Covid economic recovery 

period. According to a December 2019 Eurobarome-

ter, 94 per cent of Europeans state that protecting 

the environment is important to them personally 

while 78 per cent agree that environmental issues 

have a direct effect on their daily life and health.  

A majority of citizens around the world (68 per cent) 

agree that if their governments do not act now to 

mitigate the climate crisis, they will be failing their 

citizens. Almost six in ten (57 per cent) say they 

would be reluctant to vote for a political party  

whose policies do not take the climate crisis seri-

ously. We should not allow these expectations for 
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action, signalled by the people, to be left unful- 

filled. Policymakers need to act on such strong  

societal consensus.

The global and European climate goals that the  

EU’s Green Deal and other policies address are  

backed by science and are practically undisputed. 

The truth is that to achieve them, we will also need 

to rethink certain concepts, particularly those that 

have shaped the Western economic model over the 

past few centuries: the strong focus on GDP and 

growth, the undeserved value attached to activities 

that are detrimental to our environment, social jus-

tice and our wellbeing. With our dominant econo-

mic model having dire consequences for our natural 

habitat and also causing widespread social injustice, 

it becomes increasingly evident that the problems of 

the environmental crisis and social disruption 

have one common root cause: the neoliberal 

capitalist logic with its mantras of infinite growth, 

competitiveness, profitability and exploitation of re-

sources at all costs. These two crises must therefore 

be tackled using the same set of solutions. Putting 

it bluntly, if we want to ensure the continuation of 

human life on our planet, the prevailing concept of 

progress and quality of life per se must incorporate 

elements such as sustainability, intergenerational 

justice and solidarity, the common good and a way 

of life that is compatible with the needs and limits 

of our natural habitat, of our mother earth.

When you read through this manual of arguments 

you will be able to identify some overarching prin-

ciples that must always be factored in when we 

appraise the challenges ahead of us. These principles 

provide us with a framework and a general sense 

of direction. The first of them is efficiency: How 

can we minimise the use of energy and resources 

to produce a given economic output? The second 

principle is »decoupling«: How can we, in the long 

run, completely decouple our economic activities 

from the limited endowment of natural resources? 

Third, in order to achieve this, we should be guided 

by the principle of consistency, i.e., our material and 

energy flows have to be reshaped in such a way that 

they are compatible with the needs and limits of the 

ecosystem that surrounds us. The fourth principle 

that must be factored in is sufficiency: How can we 

change our consumption patterns in such a way that 

we simply use fewer natural resources than before? 

And last but by no means least are the principles 

of social justice, fairness and solidarity: How do we 

make sure that when we tackle the climate chal- 

lenge, everybody shoulders a share of the respon-

sibility that is congruent with their abilities and 

needs, so that our efforts leave no one behind. Ir- 

respective of whether we are talking about scaling 

up renewables, bringing about the mobility transi-

tion, creating sustainable green jobs, etc., the core 

principles outlined here make sure that we are not 

just doing different things, but that we are really 

doing things differently. In other words, we are 

being genuinely sustainable.

 

In this volume, you will find 139 pages teeming with 

arguments, best practice cases, facts and figures sho-

wing that this can feasibly be done, that in nume-

rous areas and cases it is something we are already 

doing, and how we can step up our efforts and be 

bolder in the pursuit of our common goals, making 

our lives and societies not just environmentally sus-

tainable but also more socially just. 

The 1.5°C tipping points

It is only natural for every change to give rise to 

uncertainty. However, inaction when it comes to the 

climate crisis will create much more uncertainty be-

cause of the dire consequences for the environment, 

which has a huge impact on all of us. If we fail to 

limit global heating to 1.5°C, there is a high 

risk of us reaching »tipping points« in the 

Earth’s system, after which global heating will 

continue to increase, without us being able to 

stop this vicious cycle. Forests, which serve as na-

tural carbon sinks, being destroyed by fires because 

of drought, methane gas released from melting per-

mafrost or the loss of white ice cover which previ-

ously reflected a lot of sunlight back into the atmos-

phere, are just three such »tipping points«, which 

we have probably already reached. This is why the 

vast majority of nations signed the Paris Climate  

Agreement in 2015, creating a multilateral frame- 

work for »[h]olding the increase in the global  

average temperature to well below 2°C above pre-

industrial levels and pursuing efforts to limit the 

temperature increase to 1.5°C above pre-industrial 

levels, recognizing that this would significantly 

reduce the risks and impacts of climate change«, as 

stated in article 2.1 The Intergovernmental Panel on 

Climate Change (IPCC), an international scientific 

body that compiles the findings of thousands of the 

world’s most renowned climate scientists, described 

the tremendous differences between a global tem-

perature increase of +1.5°C and +2°C in its comprehen- 

sive special report »Global Warming of 1.5°C«,2 

highlighting the importance of not reaching the 

tipping points of our earth’s climate system. 

When we speak of »ambitious climate poli-

cies« in this manual, we mean policies in line 

with the 1.5°C target, policies that can save us 

from uncontrollable, self-reinforcing global hea-

ting. By »ambitious climate policies«, we mean true 

social-ecological transformation for the better, 

not just some green cosmetic changes to otherwise 

conventional policies. Thus, »[f]or everything to stay 

the same, everything must change.«3 In other words, 

if we still want to live on an inhabitable planet, then 

our societies must change—for the better. If we fail, 

the climate crisis will destabilise not only our natural 

environment, but also our societies and our well-

being.

We are aware of the concerns over this change, 

which is why in each chapter, we address them 

directly, debunking the myths surrounding climate 

policies and instrumentalising people’s legitimate 

uncertainty. The best thing about action to tackle 

the climate crisis is that it is not based on wishful 

thinking. Climate action can refer to and take 

inspiration from hundreds and hundreds of 

examples of best practice that deliver real-life 

results. Therefore, in writing this manual, we stick 

to the facts and only the facts, realistic policies and 

practical solutions, not pie in the sky scenarios.

 

It is the job of political foundations and think tanks 

to propose solutions, capture best practices, and 

consolidate lessons learned, and then to ensure 

these available for implementation, in doing so 

helping decision-makers, opinion-leaders, active and 

engaged citizens and members of the community 

tackle the most pressing of challenges in the best 

interests of current and future generations. We as 

social democrats consider this our duty. Historically, 

it was the social democratic movement that both 

challenged and achieved social transformations, 

shepherding societies through hard times with the 

ultimate goal of making them more humane and 

just. Who could be better equipped to find the right 

compromise, balance and synergy between climate 

and social security and justice?

 

»Nothing happens automatically. And only few 

things last. Therefore be mindful of your strength, 

and of the fact that every era wants its own ans-

wers, and you have to be up to its speed in order to 

be able to do good.« These famous words spoken 

by the late great Willy Brandt some 28 years ago 

are just as apt for today’s mission. In our case, we 

know the challenges we have to address and we are 

mindful of the strengths we possess. But we need to 

redouble our efforts. We hope that this publication 

will play its part achieving precisely this.
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Climate Communication and  
the Structure of this Manual

Scientists have been warning about global heating 

since the 1970s. Today, we are constantly being floo-

ded with information about climate crises, and en-

vironmental disasters feature in the news on a daily 

basis. Despite the omnipresence of what has been 

dubbed »problem-knowledge« (as distinct to action-

knowledge), there is a momentous lack of action— 

both on the political and the individual level. Reasons 

for this gap between awareness, intention and 

behaviour are manifold. Studies have shown that 

simple information campaigns—an approach often 

used to raise awareness about climate catastrophe—

rarely ever lead to a change in an individual’s pro-

environmental behaviour (Steg & Vlek 2009). In light 

of this, climate policymakers, sustainability advo-

cates and environmental activists can benefit from 

valuable insights from environmental psychology 

and communication science.

 

We know that it will take more to combat climate 

crises than just stating the facts. We need to think 

strategically about our messaging if we want to 

reach our audience and avoid potential resistance or 

reactance, which may end up defeating our original 

purpose. In this manual of arguments, many of the 

following principles concerning the psychology of 

climate communication have been put into practice. 

They provide valuable advice for social democrats 

working in the context of social-ecological transfor-

mation on how to make their communication more 

effective.

First, the team of authors considered the manual’s 

prospective target readership. By developing de-

scriptions of the hypothetical persona the manual 

sought to address, we identified some common 

denominators for the values, identities, mental 

models, demography, habits and context factors of 

the people we hope this publication to reach. Very 

often, ensuring a good fit between our com-

munication and the target audience is just as 

important as the content of the message itself 

(Webster & Marshall 2019).

 

Another fundamental consideration was the fram-

ing of the respective arguments. Social psychology 

and cognitive linguistics have shown that how we 

communicate content actually changes how people 

respond to them (Lakoff & Wehling 2008). With  

this in mind, our manual provides the reader 

with proactive arguments to enable them to  

become the author of his or her own narrative. 

Rather than solely responding to hegemonic dis-

course, we have created arguments with frames 

that can be used as tools for you to tell your own 

story of social democratic transformation towards 

global justice and sustainability. These lines of argu-

ment create an overarching narrative that make this 

manual both of practical use and empowering for 

the reader. Each chapter is designed to inspire the 

reader to take a different approach to the issues at 

stake and reclaim agency for a story of change that 

we are all part of. 

Introduction – 11

As you delve into the individual chapters, you will 

notice that they each begin with a positive, tan-

gible vision. This evokes gratifying emotions in 

the reader and fosters the openness and courage 

required to identify and seize opportunities to 

address the climate crisis and its causes, rather than 

withdraw from the issues at stake (Harré 2011). 

In a context of alarming climate catastrophe and 

overwhelming global injustice, this is often easier 

said than done. It is important to remind ourselves 

of the potential risk and unwanted side effects of 

communicating an avalanche of messages invoking 

unpleasant emotions such as fear, anxiety, guilt and 

existential angst. There is a high chance that our tar-

get audiences will understand the argument, maybe 

even become aware of the reality of the threat and 

hold biospheric and altruistic values—harmful beha-

viour will continue or even worsen. Such a pheno-

menon has been the subject of research for decades 

and creates what social psychology calls »cognitive 

dissonance«. As a consequence, we run the risk of 

stimulating behaviours that are environmentally 

problematic, diverting the reader’s attention away 

from the risks, causing them to reinterpret those 

risks in self-serving ways and become apathetic  

about the problems, or activating materialistic  

values (Crompton & Kasser 2009).

 

One possible way of addressing this dilemma is to 

focus on constructive visions of sustainability and 

justice that are primarily inspiring and motivating. 

These draw the reader’s attention to the messages 

being advocated and elicit positive feelings. This, in 

turn, brings out important qualities that are essen-

tial to social progress (Harré 2011). Besides stimu-

lating creativity and openness, the positive 

emotions also improve the reader’s ability to 

process the alarming information that is an 

inevitable and crucial part of climate communi-

cation. In this manual, we do not shy away from the 

harsher aspects of reality, of which we are all too 

well aware. But these are presented in a form that 

makes them easier to digest, encouraging readers to 

draw motivation for action from them, rather than 

causing them to retreat from the issues at stake.

 

Another essential consideration when it comes to 

strategic communication is the language we use. 

Employing progressive frames is key to gene-

rating change and showing that transforma-

tion is possible. In this manual, therefore, a lot of 

care was put into creating frames that focus on a 

just and sustainable future. By using certain words 

and phrases and deliberately including or excluding 

certain aspects of the larger discourse, we aim to 

promote more helpful ways of seeing the world. 

With this in mind, the framings of the respective 

arguments are designed to appeal to a very specific 

set of values. They make the messages motivational 

and they are effective drivers for action. By incorpo-

rating appeals to concepts like justice and fairness, 

intrinsic values are fostered which strengthen the 

motivation to build a more sustainable, equitable 

Introduction
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and democratic world. For example, the first chapter 

immediately starts off with the narrative that am-

bitious climate action is important for social justice 

and equality. By focussing on future generations, 

class and the global North-South division, this  

narrative depicts how climate action is a useful tool 

for fighting injustice. Taking this perspective instead 

of focusing on the cost of climate action or even  

ceding the stage to a discourse that considers climate 

action a means to an extrinsic end (such as company 

profits, power, achievement or national security) is 

useful to stimulate sustainable motivation.

Additionally, we have taken great care to take into 

account the respective target audience of the diffe-

rent arguments. By considering what the prospec- 

tive readers care about, what they have in common 

and what is relevant for their shared identity as 

social democrats, the messages are more likely to hit 

home (PIRC 2011). Again, you can see this clearly in 

the first chapter which emphasises the strong con-

nection between social democrats’ past struggles 

and social justice. 

The first and second chapters, in particular, cover 

issues of class and globalisation. When addressing 

aspects of justice, security, economy and jobs, we 

needed to categorise less-privileged groups of peo-

ple, people who have not benefited as much from 

the capitalist global economy. We sought to be as 

inclusive as possible in our language by avoid-

ing »othering«1 instead drawing out similari-

ties. While aiming to be explicit about the indivi-

dual hardships people are facing, at the same time 

we also wanted to highlight the underlying systemic 

problems and possible ways of countering them 

(Underhill 2020). Consequently, the recommen-

dations set down in this manual can help to 

promote solidarity and empathy and to build a 

more inclusive society (PIRC 2011).

Another key element of each of the chapters in 

this manual are the Best Practice Examples, which 

show how change, which is entirely possible, can be 

brought about, underlining positive social norms 

adhered to by other individuals and institutions 

already working towards transformation. People 

are social beings. When we learn about things that 

other people do (the more similar these people are 

to ourselves, the better), it has a profound influ-

ence on our own actions. In fact, the influence of 

social norms is one of the most important drivers 

of human behaviour—and at the same time one of 

the most subconscious. Learning about sustainable 

initiatives and the work being done by like-minded 

people can be more motivating and seminal than 

having an awareness of the environmental problems 

that make such action necessary in the first place 

(Klöckner 2013). By providing best practice exam-

ples, we aim to highlight already successful changes, 

which make future changes seem more feasible. 

These best practice examples are presented in a way 

that emphasises the role people play in creating 

change, thus making them all the more inspiring to 

the reader.

Another important benefit of the best practice 

examples is that they provide action knowledge  

about how to tackle certain issues. This can help 

foster in people the sense of being capable of the 

action necessary to protect the environment. This 

is highly relevant, as both individual and collective 

self-efficacy have proven to be essential for pro- 

environmental behaviour (Klöckner 2013).

 

As Albert Einstein once fittingly said: »We can’t 

solve problems using the same kind of thinking we 

used when we created them«. This manual raises 

some burning issues in industrialised, capitalist socie-

ties. Even more importantly, it goes beyond a mere 

analysis of the status quo, also depicting possible 

ways to move forward, toward a more just, 

sustainable and social democratic future.

Endnotes and
Sources
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Ambitious climate action is an essential tool to  
fight against growing injustice — both globally  
and at home. Social democrats have always fought 
for social justice. They have successfully dealt with  
fundamental transitions in a socially just manner, 
and they can draw on an extensive repository of  
inspiring concepts for environmental and social  
sustainability.

1 
 Ambitious 
Climate Action
for Social
Justice and
Equality

1 Ambitious Climate Action for Social Justice and Equality – 15

In the following chapter, we will 
highlight the importance of ambiti-
ous climate policies to secure social 
justice (part I) and social progress 
(part II). We will also show that the 

concept of a social-ecological trans-
formation is nothing new for social 
democracy, but is an integral part of 
its historical development (part III).

Magda, what would you like 
for your birthday this year?

An ambitious climate 
policy so that I can be 
a wonderful grandma 
just like you when I 
grow up.
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Part I: Ambitious climate action 
is an important tool to fight 

against growing injustice—both 
globally and at home.

Ambitious climate policies foster social justice. This 

is something that is underlined by an increasing 

number of progressive citizens and social democra-

tic politicians alike. In the section below, we will 

shed light on the interplay between the climate 

crisis and social justice for various marginalised 

groups.

In countries around the world, we are facing a crisis 

of justice. As a result of the climate crisis, the 

less privileged groups in society are suffering 

from a triple burden of growing injustice:

 1.  First, marginalised citizens suffer more 

from the consequences of the climate  

crisis:

  •  When a heat wave hits a city, the 40°C tem-

peratures affect older people living in a stuffy 

40m2 flat far more than the inhabitants of 

nice big house with shady garden to cool off 

in. Similarly, a well-paid employee can switch 

on the AC, or leave the office, while a blue-

collar worker cannot leave the production 

line in a stiflingly hot factory. This is not only 

a matter of personal comfort: Even in afflu-

ent Germany, 20,000 people have died in 

heat waves in recent years—twice as many as 

in traffic accidents.1 Other natural disasters 

caused by global heating will also hit margi-

nalised parts of society harder, because their 

homes, schools and work places are often 

situated in places where natural hazards are 

more likely, for example on unstable soil or 

in flood-prone areas.2

  •  In addition to this, the sectors hardest hit 

by the climate crisis currently provide 

jobs for a predominately low-skilled 

workforce. Here we are referring to the 

agricultural sector, which already suffers 

from droughts, storms, water shortages and 

increasingly unpredictable weather patterns, 

and tourism, which, on top of these challen-

ges, also faces the problem of sea level rise 

(see also Chapter 2, page 40). Thus, the less 

privileged are more vulnerable to the im-

pacts of the climate crisis. The ILO estimates 

a loss of 80 million full-time jobs within the 

next ten years as a result of the climate crisis—

but even this figure depends on us keeping 

global heating below +1.5°C. If we fail to 

reach this target, even more people will  

lose their jobs. Studies show that EU citizens 

perceive the risk of losing their jobs due to 

the impacts of global heating (or because  

of inequality) as higher than the risk of  

job loss due to carbon emissions reduction  

measures.3

 2.  Second, socially marginalised groups have 

less capacity to cope with climate crisis 

impacts like these—they are simply less 

resilient: 

   The costs of a flooded cellar or storm damage 

to a roof represent a higher burden for socie-

ty’s poor than for affluent citizens with good 

insurance cover. People working in heavily 

affected sectors are typically also less flexible 

when it comes to changing their jobs. A small-

scale farmer might not have the necessary 

capital and knowledge to install an innovative, 

water-saving irrigation system to counter the 

effects of a drought, for example. 

 3.  This is all the more unfair, because, third, 

underprivileged groups in society contri-

bute less to the climate crisis—and this 

applies to every country, both now and in 

the past.4 

   The less privileged fly less, whether for busi-

ness or for pleasure, they do not drive (large) 

cars, they have much smaller apartments to 

heat, and buy fewer consumer products. In 

fact, 45 per cent of global greenhouse gas 

(GHG) emissions are caused by the richest 10 

per cent of the world’s population, while the 

poorest 50 per cent are responsible for as little 

as 13 per cent of emissions. Although most of 

these wealthy »top emitters« are found in the 

industrialised countries of the Global North, it 

is important to note that a third of them live 

in middle-income countries, such as Russia.5

The UN Special Rapporteur on extreme poverty and 

human rights, Philip Alston, even warned that  

»[w]e risk a ›climate apartheid‹ scenario where the 

wealthy pay to escape overheating, hunger and 

conflict while the rest of the world is left to suffer.«6

We all want our societies to be just, and we are all 

striving to fight against growing inequality. In light 

of the three reasons described above—the margi-

nalised being more vulnerable, less resilient and  

having contributed less to emissions—it is impe-

rative that the climate crisis be curbed to avoid a 

deepening gap between the world’s rich and poor.

The climate crisis is not only a crisis of justice 

from the perspective of the privileged versus 

the deprived groups in society, but also along 

several other dimensions, specifically justice 

a) between generations, b) between nations, 

and c) between men and women.

 1.  We all want a better future for our  

children and grandchildren. 

 •  We want them to live in dignity and without 

fear, to be able to develop their talents and 

take care of their loved ones. However, toge-

ther with our parents, we have used so many 

resources that there will not be much left for 

future generations.7 Acidic oceans brimming 

with plastic waste instead of fish, deserted 

landscapes, dwindling biodiversity, and socie-

ties that are all too frequently in crisis mode 

due to the spread of disease, natural disasters, 



18 – 1 Ambitious Climate Action for Social Justice and Equality 1 Ambitious Climate Action for Social Justice and Equality – 19

and exploding costs resulting from the need to 

adapt to the new situation—what a heritage to 

pass on to our children!8 It is hardly surprising 

that youth movements around the world go to 

great lengths to remind our generation that 

»There Is No Planet B« for them to live on.9 So, 

if we want our children to live a happy 

life, we need to transform our societies 

and economies according to social and 

environmental principles—in other words, 

we need to change them for the better, 

right now.

 2.  Ensuring climate justice is also treated as 

a priority at an international level, where 

we see the same patterns of injustice on 

the national level: 

 •  Countries with a low carbon footprint (current, 

historical, total and per capita) will be hardest 

hit by the impacts of global heating. Most of 

these countries are located in already warm 

regions, which might, with increasing heat, 

become uninhabitable deserts.10 Geographic 

features such as long, increasingly eroded coast-

lines mean they might be hit by severe storms 

with growing frequency, or they might see 

huge river deltas swallowed up by the ocean.11

 •  With most of these nations being low-income 

countries, they are at a disadvantage when it 

comes to trying to increase their resilience.12 Im-

proving resilience not only requires costly infra-

structure development, but also the creation 

of rescue plans or establishment of funds for 

victims of extreme weather events. Yet, human 

and financial resources are often lacking.

 •  Thus, the climate crisis has the potential to 

significantly exacerbate global inequality. In 

light of this, an international debate over the 

responsibility of different nations to limit the 

climate crisis has been going on for decades. 

While it is now clear that to avoid a temperature 

increase of 1.5°C (which would lead to irrever-

sible global heating), every nation has to be 

carbon neutral by 2050, we must not neglect to 

consider responsibility for historic emissions—

i.e. the problems that have been caused to a 

considerable extent by the countries of the Glo-

bal North. From this perspective, the EU’s target 

of carbon neutrality by 2050 is not ambitious, 

but in fact too late. 

 •  Today, international solidarity when it comes 

to tackling the climate crisis not only means 

fair »burden sharing« in recognition of histo-

ric emissions, but also a fair distribution of the 

opportunities generated by green innovation. 

If countries in the Global North, having caused 

a large proportion of the emissions in the first 

place, now sell innovative green technologies 

to those countries in the Global South that are 

now suffering from the consequences of those 

measures to combat global heating, then this 

can no longer be called international solidarity. 

After having made a significant contribution to 

global heating in the first place, the countries 

of the Global North should at very least trans-

fer »green technologies« to the most affected 

countries of the Global South, allowing them 

to »leapfrog«. It would be even better if the 

countries of the Global North were to support 

green research and innovation in the Global 

South, so that more patents, for example for 

renewable energies or for urban mobility, could 

be claimed by firms in the Global South.

 •  International solidarity has been a guiding prin-

ciple for social democracy since its inception. 

Today, in a globalised world, solidarity is not 

only a question of values, but also a genuine  

asset, because it means combining forces. We 

can only prevent the climate crisis from threa-

tening humanity if we truly stand together 

and work together on a global basis. The Paris 

Climate Agreement, one of the most important 

multilateral treaties in recent decades, is an 

excellent basis for such joint action.

 

 3.  It is a well-established fact that global 

heating impacts women more than men. 

 •  More women suffer from poverty, they often 

lack access to crucial resources, and, in times 

of crisis, many societies tend to rescue or feed 

boys and men before girls and women.13 In ad-

dition to this, economic sectors severely impac-

ted by global heating ― agriculture, tourism 

and healthcare, for example ― employ a large 

female workforce. In many sub-Saharan  

African countries women play a stabilising role 

for their families and communities because 

of their importance in agriculture, and now 

this model of life is increasingly at risk. In the 

tourism sector, many jobs will be lost as well—

when Croatia’s beaches are gone, there will no 

longer be any need for chambermaids. In the 

healthcare sector, in contrast, many additional 

nurses will be needed to keep our healthcare 

systems functioning when the climate crisis fully 

unfolds. We need to ensure that this additio-

nal work is performed by employees working 

under good conditions, and not only by nurses 

who are already doing (unpaid) overtime today 

(see above, page 19, and for the gender equality 

effects of climate policies, see Chapter 3,  

page 55). 

 •  However, it would be a mistake to depict wo-

men solely as helpless victims of the climate 

crisis. From smallholder farmers in the Global 

South rediscovering traditional agricultural 

techniques that are beneficial in the current  

situation, to Greta Thunberg, the teenage 

founder of »Fridays for Future«—around the 

globe women are leaders in the fight against 

the climate crisis.14 When scientific data is 

available, it often shows that women are both 

better informed about the climate crisis and 

more concerned about its impacts.15 

 •  Thus, climate policies should not only take 

the difference in the consequences of 
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climate impacts for men and women into 

account, but also specifically empower 

women to combat this challenge, thereby 

contributing to gender equality.

But what about…

…concerns that climate mitigation measures could 

lead to new injustice within nations due to wi-

dening social gaps—for example because of CO2 

prices hitting the less privileged harder?

The way forward: Ensuring  

social justice at home

 •  Ambitious climate mitigation measures can help 

to reduce existing social injustice. And social 

democrats in particular should make sure that 

new policies are designed with this in mind.

 •  On a national level, there are many best prac- 

tice solutions. One excellent example is a carbon 

pricing system with a redistribution effect.16 In 

this system, the privileged, the »top emitters«, 

pay more, while marginalised groups, who tend 

to cause lower emissions, pay less from the 

outset. The total tax revenue could then either 

be directly reimbursed to the poorer members 

of society, or be used in part for environmen-

tal projects benefitting less privileged groups 

in society—this could include new community 

gardens, free public transport or new heating/

insulation systems for social housing projects. 

In both cases, marginalised groups have more 

money in their pockets at the end of the year, 

which could help them to improve their social 

status and at the same time serves as a reward 

for their comparatively small carbon footprint.

 •  However, it is not only fiscal measures that 

should be assessed in terms of their effects on 

social justice. In fact, climate-related and all 

other regulations and government investments 

also have to be subject to the same scrutiny: 

Better free public transport, new bicycle lanes 

or subsidies for (cargo) bicycles are a better 

investment from the perspective of the socially 

marginalised than subsidies for a 60,000euro 

electric SUV. It would also be fairer and heal-

thier to ban all cars from city centres—provided 

there are good alternatives—than to only allow 

new electric vehicles (see also Chapter 5, page 

107). 

 •  These are just some examples demonstrating 

that the best solution from an environ-

mental perspective will also bring about 

greater social justice.

But what about…

…the fact that many countries in Europe cause 

relatively few emissions while the governments of 

major emitting countries, such as the United States 

or Brazil, refuse to take appropriate action? 

The way forward: Ensuring  

global climate justice

This »blame game« where we all point our fingers 

at our neighbours, waiting to see who makes the 

first move, is a typical delaying tactic. In the context 

of the fight against the climate crisis in (Eastern 

and Western) Europe, this argument does not hold 

for five reasons:

 1.  First, if we take a) historic emissions caused 

by early industrialisation, and b) per capita 

emissions into account, every single European 

country has a high carbon footprint. Overall, 

European countries caused 33 per cent of glo-

bal emissions, while the EU-28 countries alone 

caused 22 per cent.17 What is not reflected in 

the numbers is the fact that CO2 emissions are 

counted where they are produced, not where 

a product is consumed. So, if carbon-intensive 

steel is produced in India but used in Slovakia, 

then India is the country with the bad record.

 2.  Second, if every country were to wait for its 

»bigger neighbours« to make the first move, 

in the end, nobody would do anything. Does 

the fact that Poland is ranked number 26 on 

the list of the biggest GHG emitting countries, 

for example, mean that the other 171 coun-

tries that signed the Paris Climate Agreement 

would not have to do anything until the Polish 

government decides to fully implement the 

treaty’s obligations?

 3.  Third, even if national governments oppose 

ambitious climate policies, this does not mean 

that the carbon footprint of the country con-

cerned cannot be reduced. President Trump’s 

announcement that he was going withdraw 

from the Paris Climate Agreement was met 

with fierce resistance on the level of many US 

states and communities, their opposition con-

veyed with the slogan »We Are Still In«. The 

campaign bearing the same name today unites 

stakeholders with a combined budget of 6.2 

trillion dollars—which would make it the third 

largest economy in the world.18 Similarly, in 

many other countries, progressive politicians 

participate in direct dialogue on a community 

and province level (e.g. the »Covenant of Ma-

yors«) about the best ways to combat global 

heating.19 

 4.  Fourth, small countries can play a crucial role 

if they lead by example. This is true for nations 

of the Global South, such as the internationally 

acclaimed „Climate champions« Costa Rica and 

Morocco, but also for small European states. 

Denmark, for example, pursues a very ambi-

tious climate policy, reducing emissions and 

supporting green diplomacy. Such role model 

states can set off a »domino effect«. The Ger-

man energy transition, for example, began as 

a unique political experiment in the late 1990s 

in a context of worldwide dominance of fossil  

fuel generation and a tiny niche for extremely 

costly renewable alternatives. Within just 

a few decades, it had triggered the global 

success of renewable energy generation and 

led to the emergence of a highly competitive 
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renewable industry.

 5.  Fifth, for many years, major opponents have 

been describing climate mitigation measures 

as a »burden«—where, in fact, they are just 

the opposite. Ambitious climate policies 

are a tremendous opportunity to build 

fairer, healthier societies, and to improve 

the wellbeing of people across the globe. 

Throughout this manual, we will describe mul-

tiple examples of positive co-benefits of am-

bitious climate policies—for social and gender 

equality, for jobs, for health, for democratic 

decision-making processes, and even for time 

sovereignty.20

Part II: Ambitious climate poli-
cies protect the social achieve-
ments made in recent decades.

Over the last few decades, our global community 

has made remarkable progress towards food secu-

rity, access to water and to healthcare, and millions 

have been lifted out of poverty. Data from recent 

years shows, however, that this social progress has 

not only come to a standstill, but that some social 

achievements have already been reversed because 

of the emerging climate crisis, and because those 

successes have partly been based on the overexploi-

tation of environmental resources.21 

 •  The number of people in absolute poverty was 

in constant decline for almost two centuries. 

This is undeniably a great success.22 We also 

saw a considerable increase in wealth in many 

countries of Eastern and Southern Europe. 

However, according to the World Bank, 122 

million people could be pushed back into 

poverty by 2030 because of the impacts of 

the climate crisis, dramatically reversing the 

positive trend of poverty reduction.23 

 •  Hunger is on the rise again: According to the 

FAO „Climate variability and extremes are […] 

a key force behind the recent rise in global 

hunger«,24 and as a result »[t]he number of 

undernourished people in the world has been 

on the rise since 2015, and is back to levels seen 

in 2010–2011«.25 Climate-induced crop failures 

also affect agriculture in (Eastern) European 

countries. Drought in Russia in 2010 and 2012, 

for example, reduced crop yields by between 

one-quarter and one-third, causing a sharp 

increase in food prices.26 

 •  Access to safe drinking water will not only be a 

problem in areas already prone to drought, but 

also in many countries of the Global North. In 

Central and Eastern Europe, the governments 

of Bulgaria, the Czech Republic, Hungary,  

Lithuania, Poland, Moldova, Romania, Slovakia, 

Slovenia and Ukraine are working with the 

World Meteorological Organization (WMO) to 

establish an integrated drought management 

system.27 Of particular concern are the glaciers 

of Central Asia, which provide drinking water 

for the inhabitants of all neighbouring coun-

tries, and which are currently shrinking drama-

tically. 

 •  The growing climate crisis is increasingly put-

ting our healthcare systems under pressure: 

Heat stress and injuries from natural disasters 

are not the only cause of concern, however.28 

Due to increasing temperatures, host animals 

from (sub-)tropical regions are able to survive 

in Europe, leading to the spread of vector- 

borne diseases, such as the West Nile fever, 

which has already reached South-East Europe 

and the Czech Republic.29 Last but not least, air 

pollution is exacerbated by the climate crisis, re-

ducing the life expectancy of millions of people 

(see also Chapter 5, page 90). This is a serious 

problem because only half of the world’s pop-

ulation has access to healthcare, and many  

INACTION ON CLIMATE PROTECTION  

INCREASES POVERTY
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people are forced into poverty because they 

cannot afford the medical treatment they 

need.30

Thus, ambitious climate policies help us to protect 

the social progress we have achieved over the past 

decades or even centuries.31 

 •  What is more, social-ecological transforma-

tion of our economic systems will help to end 

hunger (for example by reducing food waste), 

will prioritise robust healthcare systems above 

short-lived consumption goods, and will en-

able all members of society to live a better life 

through a fairer distribution of wealth (not 

necessarily through constantly increasing GDP). 

It is this vision of a better future that pro-

gressive actors have been endeavouring to 

achieve for decades.

But the impacts of the climate crisis not only threa-

ten our social system. Other features of human 

security are also at risk: 

 •  One issue the debate has focused on has been 

the climate crisis as a driver of armed conflict. 

Water scarcity, famine, and hence mass migra- 

tion aggravate (rather than cause) conflicts 

both within and between nations. Experts ag-

ree that with increased global heating, the cli-

mate crisis will become a more important factor 

in worldwide conflicts,32 and the UN has even 

declared the climate crisis »the greatest threat 

to global security«.33 

 •  The question of climate refugees is also in-

creasingly at the centre of international debate. 

As the UNHCR emphasises: »Climate change 

and natural disasters can add to and worsen 

the threats that force people to flee across 

international borders. The interplay between 

climate, conflict, poverty and persecution greatly 

increases the complexity of refugee emergen-

cies.«34 While it is hard to predict how many 

climate refugees there are and how many there 

will be in the future, where they will migrate to 

and whether the climate crisis was the decisive 

factor in them choosing to leave their homes, 

cautious estimates have still been made. For 

example, a recent World Bank report predicted 

around 140 million climate refugees by 2050 if 

climate action is delayed.35

 •  The impacts of global heating on infrastruc-

ture receive less attention in the debate. Given 

the importance of schools, hospitals, railways, 

roads and factories, however, it is clear that a 

climate-resilient infrastructure is critical to all of 

us: Buildings must be able to withstand natural 

disasters (storms, floods, heavy rain, wildfires, 

landslides, etc.), as well as »slow onset events« 

(drought, melting permafrost and glaciers, or 

sea level rise). In light of the global heating we 

have already caused, these impacts are inevit-

able.36 And faced with the virtual impossibility 

of creating a resilient infrastructure for a +5°C 

world, the focus should be on slowing down 

global heating and mitigating its effects— 

thereby building a better future. 

 •  Similarly, it is only today that we can attach a 

price tag to the economic losses caused by 

climate-induced natural disasters: currently,  

approximately 520 billion US dollars per year, 

the equivalent of Sweden’s GDP.37 For countries 

in a +5°C world, however, it is impossible to es-

timate the economic and infrastructural losses, 

not least because the loss of cultural heritage 

and destruction of livelihoods when large parts 

of St. Petersburg, the Netherlands and Croatia’s 

coastline are below sea level will be immeasur-

able. 

 •  Last but not least, unmitigated global heating 

would also destabilise our political systems 

including undermining achievements such as 

participatory decision-making procedures and 

increased gender equality. In times of crisis, the 

executive are usually required to take bold and 

drastic measures, often neglecting the voices of 

other political stakeholders. Situations like this 

seldom bring about social progress and innova-

tion, but rather involve a return to old- 

fashioned values (see also Chapter 7, page 128).

But what about…

the investment needed to make our societies more 

climate resilient?

The way forward: Ensuring 

social and human security

 •  We need to invest in agricultural planning, he-

althcare systems, water management, resilient 

infrastructure and also early-warning systems 

to be able to cope better with the consequen-

ces of global heating that even from today’s 

perspective we know to be unavoidable. The 

World Economic Forum estimates an investment 

need of 1.8 trillion US dollars in five key areas . 

This may seem a lot, but the good news is that 

by 2030 this investment can unlock benefits 

in the amount of 7.1 trillion US dollars. Such 

investment would not only prevent much  

higher costs, but would also drive innovation, 

and many social co-benefits could be realised 

(for more detail on this, see Chapter 2, page 

36ff).38 

 •  UN Secretary General António Guterres was 

absolutely right when he emphasised that  

»[t]here is a cost to everything. But the 

biggest cost is doing nothing.«39 A recent 

study revealed that 30 trillion US dollars in 

damages caused by global heating could be 

prevented if we stuck to the 1.5°C target. The 

vast majority of nations, representing 90 per 

cent of the world’s population, would benefit 

from this.40

 •  This is all the more true in view of the millions 

of human lives and livelihoods, the cultural  

and natural heritage, that will be lost. These 

are things that you simply cannot put a price 

tag on. 

CLIMATE PROTECTION INVESTMENT 

BENEFITS THE ECONOMY
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Part III: Social democrats are 
well equipped for the challen-

ges that lie ahead

Having dealt with many significant changes and 

transitions, social democrats can draw on a rich 

history of concepts for environmental and social 

sustainability:

 •  Throughout its history, social democracy has 

always been closely associated with environ-

mental issues. For the hard-working industrial 

workers, nature was a haven and somewhere 

to rest, a place where they could recover from 

long shifts in factories or down the mines. At 

the same time, it gave them an opportunity to 

escape the often difficult living conditions in 

the working-class areas of the towns and cities. 

Choosing to spend time in nature has therefore 

always been an expression of self-determina-

tion. The workers’ movement that emerged 

throughout Europe in the 1880s endeavoured 

to institutionalise this interest in nature. With 

this in mind, the tourist association »Friends of 

Nature«, an international association of na-

ture-loving workers from different countries, 

was founded in 1895. At this early stage in the 

history of social democracy already, it was ack-

nowledged that international nature issues had 

to be resolved collaboratively.

 •  In the 1970s and 1980s, environmental policy 

issues were discussed more and more explicitly 

and openly. Around the world, environmen-

tal degradation had become all too evident. 

Through his North-South Commission, German 

Chancellor Willy Brandt fostered exchange be-

tween developing countries and the countries 

of the Global South. His was the first German 

federal government to adopt a development 

programme in 1971. The fact that we are dis-

cussing environmental and climate issues in a 

global dimension today is largely thanks to  

Willy Brandt whose New Eastern Policy repre-

sented an important step towards a united 

Europe and who demanded global governance 

after the collapse of communism—a require-

ment that is more important today than ever 

before.

 •  As the champion of workers, social democratic 

parties never focussed exclusively on environ-

mental protection measures but were always 

concerned about the social impacts. Politicians 

were frequently preoccupied with concerns 

over job losses and failed to seize the opportu-

nities for structural change. This made it all the 

more important that, in the 1970s, the SPD de-

cided to tackle a structural change on its home 

turf of North Rhine-Westphalia. The target was 

the coal and heavy industry. For Willy Brandt, 

the goal was to »make the sky above the mi-

ning towers on the Ruhr blue again«. A lengthy 

conversion process started with a strong em- 

phasis on economic diversification: new re-

search, production and service companies mo-

ved to the former industrial areas. As a result, 

the quality of life in the region improved sig-

nificantly, not least due to the better environ-

mental conditions. This transformation in North 

Rhine-Westphalia is still considered a positive 

example of environmentally conscious struc- 

tural change (see also Chapter 2, page 43). 

 •  During this period, various countries saw the 

establishment of the first Green parties, which 

brought numerous environmental issues to the 

political stage and also pushed other parties to 

include environmental policies in their political 

programmes. Besides the Greens, the social de-

mocrats developed all-encompassing environ-

mental concepts. Thirty years later, many social 

democratic parties still see themselves as having 

social and green roots. 

  

 •  A milestone in environmental policy was the 

publication of the Brundtland Report entitled 

»Our Common Future«. The report, written 

under the leadership of the former Social De-

mocratic Prime Minister of Norway, Gro Harlem 

Brundtland, defined the term sustainable de-

velopment for the first time and sparked broad 

debates about global sustainable environmen-

tal policy.

 •  In Central and Eastern Europe, too, environ-

mental degradation became an issue in the 

1980s, not least in the wake of the Chernobyl 

nuclear disaster. Environmental groups were 

formed across the region, their members being 

declared opponents of the communist regimes. 

After the collapse of communism, many of 

these environmental activists found a political 

home in social democratic parties, where they 

continued to elaborate more environmental 

issues.

 

But what about…

…the shared climate politics of social democra-

cy and trade unions, both rooted in the workers’ 

movement? Aren’t we betraying our past?

The way forward—together with the trade 

unions and acknowledging our roots

 •  There is no doubt that trade unions can and 

would like to play a key role in the fight 

against the climate crisis. They are natural part-

ners when it comes to supporting environmen-

tal transformation that also leads to more social 

justice.

 •  In the past, a trade unionist with a progressive 

opinion on the climate crisis may have strug-

gled to garner support. But with the climate 

crisis unfolding, significantly exacerbating 

inequality both nationally and globally, destroy-

ing millions of jobs in heavily impacted sectors, 

threatening the health and wellbeing of even 

more workers and undermining our common 
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future, this picture has changed dramatically—

for the better. 

 •  Today, all major international trade union  

confederations are active promoters of climate  

policies, as are many of their regional and 

national counterparts and their members. The 

International Trade Union Confederation (ITUC) 

and the European Trade Union Federation 

(ETUC) are emphatic about their support for 

the Paris Climate Agreement and promote the 

concept of a »just transition« to a sustainable 

future (see also Chapter 2, page 40ff). In 2015, 

the year the Paris Agreement was concluded, 

the ILO published its »Guidelines for a just 

transition towards environmentally sustain-

able economies and societies for all«,41 and the 

following year, the ITUC and ETUC established a 

»Just Transition Centre« supporting just transi-

tion processes around the globe.42 

 •  More pragmatic trade unionists have pointed 

out that, »if trade unions are not sitting at the 

table« when climate policies are being deve-

loped, then »they will end up on the menu«. 

Both sides began to understand the importance 

of trade union representatives being included 

in multi-stakeholder dialogues on the develop-

ment and implementation of climate policies, 

bringing together government, trade unions, 

scientists, and environmental NGO representati-

ves. This can be seen as the basis for the for-

mation of commissions in numerous countries 

today that define common pathways for a just 

transition to a zero carbon economy. 

 •  Of course, trade unions will, first and foremost, 

focus on the interests of their members, the 

workers—this is their mandate. But this does 

not mean that climate action has to be slowed 

down. Once a concrete phase-out date has 

been defined, »coal commissions« and other 

•  We are all striving for a world with more 

social justice and equality, for our own gen- 

eration, and for that of our children and 

grandchildren. In the spirit of international 

solidarity, we want to end hunger and poverty, 

we want functioning healthcare systems and a 

fairer distribution of wealth. Not only do am-

bitious climate policies help prevent ma-

jor setbacks in this regard, but they also 

help to build such societies. Climate projects 

benefitting marginalised groups (such as com-

munity gardens, free public transport or energy 

efficient social housing), and political tools 

leading to a reduction in CO2 emissions and a 

fairer distribution of wealth at the same time 

(such as carbon taxes with a strong redistribu-

tion effect) are already being implemented by 

many countries.

•  Based on the experience of successful 

transitions that have been already comple-

ted, and on the exceptionally progressive 

environmental policies implemented in 

previous decades, more and more social 

democrats, trade unionists and other pro-

gressive actors are working towards this 

vision of a life that is socially and environ-

mentally better for everyone.

 What are we striving for? 

multi-stakeholder forums must make sure from 

the outset that the results of their negotiations 

are in line with the Paris Climate Agreement’s 

1.5°C target, i.e. that a defined carbon budget 

will not be overshot.43 This makes it possible to 

work out the best way of ensuring that transi-

tion completed by this specific date is socially 

just. To ensure a result in line with the Paris Cli-

mate Agreement is crucial because if we trigger 

a negative feedback loop of uncontrollable glo-

bal heating, then nothing has been achieved. 

As Sharan Burrow, the General Secretary of the 

ITUC, has continuously pointed out: »There are 

no jobs on a dead planet.«

 •  In their fight for a just transition, trade unions 

are, once again, natural allies of social demo-

crats. This is a continuation of our shared past. 

In pursuing their aims, trade unionists and soci-

al democrats alike have to keep the big picture 

in mind, continuously reforming their traditio-

nal core values to ensure they fit into today’s 

world. We therefore need to ask ourselves the 

following questions: What meaning can inter-

national solidarity have today if we neglect 

climate justice? Which members of our societies 

are the most marginalised today—industrial 

workers, as was the case in the 1880s, or people 

in low-wage, precarious employment, whose 

jobs are threatened by the impacts of global 

heating? How can we stand united against 

export goods to Europe being produced un-

der appalling employment and environmental 

conditions in the countries of the Global South? 

And how can we rid ourselves of a neoliberal 

world order underpinned by a business model 

that is leading to an ever-smaller number of 

people profiting from increasing exploitation of 

other human beings and of our environment? 

In this common endeavour, trade unionists 

and social democrats have begun to form new 

alliances—by attracting new members working 

in »green sectors«, for example, or by reaching 

out to environmental NGOs and movements. To 

dispel any remaining doubts, we need to emp-

hasise our social democratic core values—jus-

tice, solidarity and social progress—for which, 

as we have shown in the first two parts of this 

chapter, ambitious climate policies are crucial. 

https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Poverty/A_HRC_41_39.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Poverty/A_HRC_41_39.pdf
https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/Poverty/A_HRC_41_39.pdf
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hic due to the risk of crossing thresholds that will trigger non-linear, abrupt environmental change within 

continental to planetary-scale systems.« See https://www.stockholmresilience.org/research/planetary- 
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damages_under_UN_mitigation_targets (last accessed on 23.6.2020).
41  See https://www.ilo.org/wcmsp5/groups/public/---ed_emp/---emp_ent/documents/publication/wcms_432859.

pdf (last accessed on 10.7.2020).
42  The centre’s homepage can be found on https://www.ituc-csi.org/just-transition (last accessed on 10.7.2020).
43  The fact that no »Paris-compatible« phase-out date was set is one of the biggest criticisms from Germany’s 

»coal commission«. Looking at its carbon budget, Germany would have needed to phase out coal by 2030 

at the latest, but the stakeholders could only agree on a phase-out by 2035-2038 . The consequently slower 

expansion of renewable energies puts thousands of jobs in this sector at risk (see https://www.bund.net/

service/presse/pressemitteilungen/detail/news/diw-studie-kohleausstieg-muss-bis-2030-kommen-zwei- 

drittel-des-gesamten-deutschen-emissionsbudgets-bereits-in-20-jahren-aufgebraucht/). Another big ques-

tion is whether it is »just« to allocate 40 billion euros of taxpayers money for an industry without a future, 

while former employees of now bankrupt German solar companies did not receive any bailouts, and  

structurally weak regions dependent on a stable wind energy sector do not receive as much support as  

coal mining regions either. 
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The links between poverty and climate change are elaborated in https://www.ohchr.org/Documents/Issues/

Poverty/A_HRC_41_39.pdf (last accessed on 15.4.2020).
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very/delivery/41ILO_INST:41ILO_V2/1256119990002676
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The decarbonisation of all sectors of the economy  
is an opportunity to create many new jobs in emerg-
ing industries and through new circular economy  
business models.

2 
Decarboni-
sation of the
Economy and
the Future of
Jobs

In this chapter, we address the chal-
lenge that lies ahead: the decar-
bonisation of every sector of our 
economy. We contend that this un-
dertaking — against the backdrop 
of our starting argument above 
— will require massive investment 
as well as technical and social inno-
vation. But if this potential is har-
nessed, ambitious climate action is 

capable of creating many new and 
better jobs. In what follows, we will 
present arguments to support the 
feasibility of this scenario and out-
line how we can make it reality by 
adressing the challenges ahead. Af-
ter all, the biggest challenge would 
be an unmitigated climate crisis — 
because there are no jobs on a dead 
planet.

… we have to decarbonise 
now to save the world from 
climate collapse. On a dead 
planet there are no jobs at 
all.

You are right, Jack. But what is 
there to do on this healthy  
planet if we don‘t have a job?
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Part I: The investment required 
to develop a new industrial and 
public infrastructure will provide 

an abundance of new jobs.

The decarbonisation of our economy requires a 

huge investment programme. Within the next 30 

years, a significant part of our public and private 

infrastructure will have to undergo a substantial 

upgrade in order to become carbon neutral. This 

includes our energy grids, power stations, chemical 

processing plants, the building stock, the transport 

network, waste prevention and treatment, and 

many other areas besides.

To get an idea of the scale of this task, it is worth 

taking a more detailed look at the different sectors 

of our economy and the measures that have to be 

taken in each case: 

 1.  In the power sector we will have to replace 

fossil fuel thermal power plants with renew-

able energy generation facilities such as solar 

PV systems, wind farms, biomass-fuelled and 

hydroelectric power plants. In light of the fact 

that a successful energy transition will be heav- 

ily reliant on a decentralised structure, an ex-

tensive overhaul of the energy grid is also go-

ing to be necessary, including the introduction 

of digital technologies to make it smart and 

demand-side oriented. A dispersed storage 

network based on different technologies will 

form the mainstay of the electricity system, 

ensuring supply security during the days and 

weeks when there is less sun and wind. The 

use of renewable electricity to produce green 

hydrogen is one way to store excess electricity 

at times when supply exceeds demand, with 

other examples being batteries and pump 

storage hydroelectric power plants. Once 

renewable energy production is decentralised, 

the same could happen with the production 

of hydrogen, which could be located onsite, 

particularly close to wind farms. This has the 

potential to create new jobs in local commu-

nities and give rise to new supply chains and 

production networks.

 2.  Industry will have to replace carbon-intensive 

production processes with new carbon-free 

alternatives. This applies both to energy use in 

the industries affected and to chemical proces-

ses that produce CO2 or that employ carbon-

intensive products. For many carbon-intensive 

industrial processes, technological solutions 

are already at hand and we will most likely 

see the emergence of new industrial sectors. 

However, many of these new technologies 

are still in their infancy and will need further 

research and pilot projects to scale them up 

to industrial levels. Recently, for example, the 

application of green hydrogen has received a 

lot of attention. It can be used as a substitute 

in many energy intensive production processes 

that before required the use of fossil energy 

sources, amongst other things, and were 

therefore very carbon-intensive. One promi-

nent example of the use of green hydrogen in 

industrial processes, e.g. as a replacement for 

coal in steel production. 

 3.  The mobility sector will have to invest hea-

vily in the flexibility (»multimodality«) of the 

transportation system. This will require, inter 

alia, expanding and making public transport 

capacities greener, developing sharing services, 

as well as high-level interconnectivity between 

different mobility options and mobility digita-

lisation. As a result, people will be even more 

mobile than they are today, making it less of a 

requirement to be a car owner. Increasing pub-

lic transport capacities should include the ex-

pansion of the long-distance railway system as 

well as urban and local transport options. With 

regard to the remaining cars, we will have to 

replace the existing combustion engine fleet 

with zero-emission vehicles using, for exam-

ple, electricity or hydrogen as their secondary 

source of power. According to one study, at 

least 80 per cent of cars will have to be electric 

by 2050.1 For a more in-depth look at mobility, 

see Chapter 5.

 4.  Often overlooked but nonetheless crucial is 

the heating and cooling sector, which is 

all about how we heat our houses and public 

buildings in winter, cool them in summer and 

how we cook our food. The sector has large 

untapped potential to cut carbon emissions. 

This requires a twofold strategy of increa-

sed energy efficiency and renewable energy 

conversion. In other words: staying cool, warm 

and well-fed while using less energy than 

before and relying exclusively on renewable, 

zero-emission energy sources. To make this 

happen, we are first going to have to overhaul 

our existing building stock, by improving in-

sulation through modernisation, for example. 

Second, we will have to replace conventional 

heating systems based on coal, oil or natural 

gas with zero-emission technologies such as 

solar-based systems, heat pumps running on 

green electricity, or renewable district heating 

systems. In addition, we need to rethink archi-

tectural design to make it as energy efficient 

as possible, through carefully planned window 

placement and air circulation, for instance.

 5.  The final sector that certainly deserves a men-

tion here is the agricultural sector. It is the 

largest source of methane and nitrogen emis-

sions—greenhouse gases that are much more 

detrimental to our climate than carbon dioxide. 

Although it is often said that the agricultu-

ral sector is difficult to decarbonise, it is not 

impossible if we manage to change the way 

we produce and market agricultural products. 

Climate-smart- farming is key and the redirec-

tion of agricultural subsidies towards ecologi-

cal farming is the first step. At slightly less than 

40 per cent, these subsidies represent a sub-

stantial share of the EU’s budget and currently 
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benefit primarily large-scale agro-industries.2 

While this sector is less investment intensive, it 

could become more labour intensive, creating 

new jobs through new business models. This 

is particularly true if we look at the agricul-

tural sector in a holistic manner, applying the 

principles of a circular economy: Biowaste can 

be turned into fertilisers or biogas at a local 

level—even without massive financial invest-

ment or specific training for local farmers.

 •  All in all, the total additional investment re- 

quired for decarbonisation in Germany over 

the next 30 years has been estimated at around 

two trillion euros. This might sound like a huge 

sum, but in fact it only amounts to about three 

per cent of the total investment in industrial 

installations and residential building stock that 

would be necessary to preserve the capital 

stock of the German economy. This illustrates 

the magnitude relative to the size of the eco-

nomy. The bottom line is: It is a substantial 

sum, but it is feasible.

 •  What is more, a look at the implications of the 

necessary investments for jobs in the affected 

sectors reveals positive news: First, these in-

vestments will trigger demand for products 

in the lead markets for climate protection 

technologies: for renewable energy technolo-

gies, for green mobility and for energy efficiency 

technologies and solutions. For example, we 

are going to need an expansion of the existing 

train network, new heating systems, insulation 

materials, wind turbines, to name just a few.

This, in turn, will create many more jobs in the 

relevant sectors and across regions. In the section 

below, we will examine the specific occupations 

that are most likely to benefit3: 

 1.  With the transformation being infrastructure 

driven, people employed in structural and 

civil engineering will be the first to benefit: 

railroads need to be constructed and the build-

ing stock needs to be modernised.

 2.  The large-scale overhaul of the building stock 

will also benefit workers in interior construc- 

tion and a whole range of occupations 

related to planning and supervising con-

struction sites, as well as building services 

engineering and technical building services. 

 3.  Furthermore, the shift from individual mobi- 

lity to more public transport will create jobs 

in traffic and logistics services, e.g. relate to 

the expansion of public transport and sharing 

systems, traffic management and the roll-out 

of the infrastructure for green mobility.

 4.  Last but not least, jobs in mechatronics, 

energy electronics and electrical engineer- 

ing are likely to increase thanks to the increa-

sed demand for renewable electricity solutions 

and services. In a decentralised energy system, 

these jobs could directly benefit local commu-

nities.

 •  Given that many of the necessary investments 

need to be rolled out across entire countries 

and that the renewable energy system has 

to be more decentralised than today’s highly 

centralised system based on thermal power 

generation, all regions of a country can share in 

these benefits. A tangible example that clearly 

illustrates this: Today, almost 300,000 people 

are already employed in the lead market for re-

newable energy right across Germany4, compa-

red to a mere around 28,000 in the coal indus-

try, which is concentrated in specific regions.

 

Scenarios for Germany show that the decarbonisa-

tion of the economy could well create more jobs 

than are going to be lost, compared to a scenario 

with a less ambitious climate policy. 

 •  There are already millions of people work-

ing in »green« sectors. Recent research 

conducted by the German Environment Agency 

(UBA) suggests that 6.4 per cent of the German 

labour force (almost three million people) is 

already employed in employment fields related 

to environmental protection, from ecotourism 

and sustainable financial services to industrial 

jobs. More than half of these jobs are directly 

related to climate protection.5 At least 400,000 

employees work in the renewable energy 

sectors, compared to just 18,600 working in 

Germany’s lignite mining sector. There are very 

few studies providing figures specifically for the 

mobility sector (i.e. workers exclusively employed 

in manufacturing combustion engine cars vs. 

those building not only electric or hydrogen 

cars, but also (cargo) bikes, trains, buses, rail-

roads, and bicycle lanes). Ambitious climate 

policies also result in secure jobs in these 

future, green sectors—whereas sticking 

to conventional industries puts those jobs 

at risk, and has already left thousands of 

people unemployed.6

 •  One of the reasons for these job losses is that 

employees in green jobs are not yet organised 

in trade unions and therefore lack strong repre-

sentation (in contrast to the coal sector with its 

traditionally very high degree of organisation 

and strong voice also within the union sector). 

Many »green start-ups« did not see the need to 

cooperate with trade unions, some even ob-

structed their work, and most trade unions also 

missed the opportunity to attract new members 

from emerging, innovative »green« sectors. 

Unionisation in »green jobs« is thus crucial 

for successful transformation, and, more-

over, is to the benefit of all stakeholders—

be it the employees through better represen-

tation, trade unions through new members, or 

»green« firms through gaining a voice.

 •  Historically, the rise and fall of sectors is no-

thing new—but this time, we have the op- 

portunity to shape the transition of eco-

nomies in a politically managed process 

that ensures social justice. Today, there are 

very few people employed as stable boys com-

pared to the era when horses where the main 

means of transport, and very few firemen on 

trains—these jobs have simply disappeared in 

the wake of technological progress. In the last 

few decades, thousands of secretaries were 

made redundant when PCs became an essential 

piece of office equipment (for a more detailed 

discussion of the employment effects of digita-

lisation, see also Chapter 3, page 57ff). Many of 

these transformations have been market dri-

ven. However, some were triggered by govern-

ment measures—for example job losses in the 

tobacco industry when governments became 

more concerned about their citizens having 

healthy lungs, than about the profits made in 

this sector. 

 •  If we look at shifting investments it becomes 

clear that a market-driven collapse of many 

»brown« economic sectors is a likely scenario: 

Major private banks, but also numerous pen-
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sion funds and other financial investors, are all 

pulling out of fossil fuel-based industries, and 

multilateral and national development banks 

are implementing »divestment« strategies 

in the realisation that these sectors have no 

future.7 The big question is not whether envi-

ronmentally harmful industries will be able to 

continue with »business-as-usual« or whether 

they will shrink, but rather whether employees 

and communities will face a market-driven 

phase-out without a safety net or whether we 

put political frameworks for a just transition in 

place now, allowing citizens to participate in 

shaping their future.

 •  The key message is, therefore, that decarboni-

sation will lead to a shift in the structure of em-

ployment. This success of this transition will rely 

on effective management, political leadership, 

the right economic incentives for renewables 

and sustainable production and consumption. 

We will still produce and consume—but we will 

produce different things and consume diffe-

rently.

 •  This is even more evident if we take a holistic 

look at the employment structure of our 

economies. Should we not aim for a society in 

which there are enough bus drivers to make 

sure no one is »left behind« at a bus stop in the 

middle of nowhere, where we have sufficient 

teachers to support every child’s individual 

development, enough nurses to take good care 

of our society’s elderly and infirm, and in which 

artists are able to make a living by broadening 

our horizons with their creativity and works of 

art? Even in most of our European economies, 

these sectors are chronically understaffed and 

underfinanced—although people working in 

these sectors contribute a lot more to our well-

being than, say, buying a new consumer pro-

duct every couple of months. 

 •  Some industrial sectors will have to »degrow« 

(such as coal mining)—but »brown« indus-

trial jobs do not necessarily have to be 

replaced by »green« industrial jobs. Taking 

a broader perspective, we can make sure that 

those employees contributing most to our well-

being receive fair wages, thereby also contribu-

ting to more social and gender equality. These 

days, precarious contracts, intolerable working 

hours, low wages and a lack of (trade union) 

organisation tend to be more of a problem for 

women working in the care sector (such as in 

health and education) than (male) miners—that 

is if care work is even financially rewarded at 

all, and not just taken for granted. Thus, in 

shaping the just transition processes of our eco-

nomy, we must make sure that we promote 

those sectors which ultimately contribute 

to our happiness, and make our societies 

more just, and not those which destroy our 

health and our environment.

 •  At the end of the day, we must not forget that 

limiting the climate crisis also prevents job los-

ses, especially in tourism or agriculture (see also 

Chapter 1, page 16). There are simply no jobs 

on a dead planet.

But what about…

...the workers currently employed in those sectors 

that will be subject to the shift in the structure of 

employment due to the changes that go hand in 

hand with the transformation, e.g. all those asso-

ciated with the fossil-based economy? How can 

we make sure that they will still have decent and 

secure jobs tomorrow?

The way forward: Shaping jobs for the future

 •  To start with, let us identify the industries that 

are going to be fundamentally transformed by 

decarbonisation. An important aspect to keep 

in mind, however, is that occupations becoming 

obsolete does not necessarily result in unem-

ployment. It all depends on how we manage the 

transition—which is something we will explore 

below and in Chapter 4 with a special focus on 

the energy sector. Ultimately, a just transition 

is about acknowledging and engaging with 

the change that is inevitably coming.

 •  As already described, those sectors that are lin-

ked to the fossil-based economy are undeniably 

going to lose a significant share of their current 

employment. This will especially impact those 

working in the fossil oil and gas industry, in the 

refinement of these products, in coal mining 

and in thermal power plants, particularly coal-

fired ones.

 •  With regard to hard coal and lignite mining, 

however, the most significant job losses al-

ready happened at the end of the Cold War. 

Lusatia, a lignite region in eastern Germany, has 

lost almost 90 per cent of its jobs since 1990. 

In Poland, home to Europe’s largest hard coal 

region, as many as 80 per cent of jobs in the 

sector have been lost since 1990. The reasons 

are manifold, but global competition and ratio-

nalisation of production processes have played 

a key role. 

 •  Another industry that will be significantly af-

fected is the automotive industry. The switch to 

electric vehicles in particular will impact certain 

parts of the supply chain, especially those parts 

needed for vehicle propulsion/powertrains. 

Given the important role played by Eastern 

Europe in the automotive industry, following its 

integration in global supply chains, this is going 

to have a profound impact on the economies 

in the region. That said, decarbonisation is just 

one of many drivers, meaning that ambitious 

climate policy is not the »job killer« it is often 

said to be. Many lead markets for cars are  

undergoing changes that will significantly 

change mobility patterns and are likely to 

reduce the demand for the car as we know it, 

with or without decarbonisation. Digitalisation 

is driving new business models. Urbanisation 

is increasing the demand for public transport 

due to ever higher population density in me-

tropolitan areas. And the industrial policy of 

emerging economies is increasingly geared 

towards disrupting existing industries, including 

the automotive sector, and developing new 

home-grown business models in order to catch 

up with advanced economies, e.g. the manu-

facture of battery cells for electric vehicles. As a 

result, the automotive sector will undoub-

tedly face a major transformation—even 

without ambitious climate policy. We will 

describe the mobility transformation in more 

detail in Chapter 5. 

 •  What is more: The continued automation of min- 

ing and industrial manufacturing would lead to 

a loss of employment in any event: Nobody in 

Europe digs coal with a pickaxe anymore—this 

is all done by machines. The same is true for car 

factories and the manufacture of many other 

industrial products—while, up until the 1970s, 

these were all filled with workers, on today’s 

production lines there is hardly a person to be 

seen among the robots. In Central and Eastern 

Europe, many of these sectors are in dire need 

of investment to make them profitable again. 

But in this case investment also means auto-

mation, which inevitably results in job 

losses—so either way, we would have to 

provide a safety net for those workers. 

Let us now take a look at how to make sure that 

this disappearance of certain occupations does not 

translate into a loss of jobs. We have a whole re-

pertoire of dedicated instruments at our disposal to 

support those workers who are going to be affec-

ted by the upcoming changes: 



42 – 2 Decarbonisation of the Economy and the Future of Jobs 2 Decarbonisation of the Economy and the Future of Jobs – 43

 •  Particularly when it comes to coal miners, there 

are two financial support measures that have 

already proven effective. Early retirement 

programmes for older workers and a transi-

tion fund that pays out to younger miners who 

need to retrain and find employment in other 

industries. When it comes to other industries, 

Germany’s metalworkers’ union, IG Metall, has 

recently proposed a transition-related short-

time work arrangement for sectors subject 

to structural change, such as the automotive 

industry, meaning that workers reduce their 

working hours to give them an opportunity to 

acquire a new set of qualifications. This way, 

they can qualify for a job in emerging sectors 

before they even have to file for unemploy-

ment. The wage difference between short-time 

hours and full-time employment is covered by 

the state.

 •  Furthermore, workers receive assistance to a 

transfer to different but similar fields of work. 

In Germany’s Ruhr area, workers were given 

the task of dismantling mining equipment or 

helping to recultivate the area (which is a very 

long process). New back-up power plants using 

synthetic gas can also provide new employment 

for those who used to work in the thermal 

power plants. 

 •  Requalifying in new occupational fields is par-

ticularly promising if the retraining is focused 

on skills that are or are expected to be in scarce 

supply or high demand. One example might be 

occupations in the construction sector: Many 

more workers are going to be needed in order 

to implement all of the energy efficiency mea-

sures required for the building stock.

Changing jobs or sectors always involves a disrup-

tion to an individual’s life. To see a sector shrinking, 

especially one that has been held in high regard 

in the past, is difficult to accept, which is why the 

»solutions« imposed on workers from outside are 

seldom effective. To make transition more palat-

able on an individual level, three considerations  

are important:

 1.  First of all, the lifetime achievements of peo-

ple have to be acknowledged. Coal kept 

countless households warm and combustion 

engine cars allowed unprecendented individu-

al mobility in recent decades. There are ways 

to preserve this memory. Former factories and 

mines have been turned into world famous 

cultural heritage sites, for example. 

 2.  Second, people need to be given as much 

choice as possible when it comes to shaping 

their own futures. When given the option of 

retiring or learning new skills, when given a 

choice of new occupations to move into, citi-

zens are not »victims« or onlookers, but mas-

ters of their own fate.

 3.  Third, new jobs should provide working condi-

tions that are at least as good as those in the 

old one. This is often easier said than done 

because working conditions in heavy indus-

try and mining have improved considerably 

thanks to the work of trade unions. Many 

people in these sectors profited from well-

paid unlimited contracts, something which has 

not always been the case in the still emerging 

renewable energy sector.

But what about...

...the regions that strongly rely on coal mining or 

heavy industry clusters? How can they benefit from 

a decarbonised economy?

The way forward: Using a window  

of opportunity

 •  As we have already described, with regard to 

hard coal and lignite mining regions, most of 

the structural change has already happened. 

On the one hand, this explains why the remai-

ning coal mining activities are so important to 

local economies. On the other hand, an am-

bitious climate agenda provides a window of 

opportunity for these regions to attract the 

attention and the structural funds they need to 

create new economic prospects. Not only will  

securing structural support funds for these re- 

gions open up opportunities in the years to 

come, it will also benefit those areas that suf-

fered at the hands of deindustrialisation in the 

past. 

When it comes to the question of how to support 

entire regions that will be affected by the transi-

tion, there are a plethora of lessons learned, e.g. 

from the German Ruhr area and the end of hard 

coal mining in Germany, which can provide direc-

tion for the future: 

 •  Regional, national and European support 

programmes can help to implement a socially 

acceptable structural transformation. This often 

includes the creation of dedicated regional 

agencies that foster knowledge transfer and 

networking among local actors and try to coor-

dinate transition measures. One lesson learned 

from the Ruhr area is that a common vision, 

decentralised management and involvement of 

civil society are key success factors. 

 •  In line with concept of »advancement 

through education«, the creation of uni-

versities and vocational training centres as well 

as the transfer of government agencies to the 

local level allowed former workers themselves, 

as well as their children and grandchildren, to 

aspire to ever higher levels of education. This 

not only helped to boost the local economy, 

but was especially compatible with the social 

democratic perspective that education is an 

important path to self-fulfilment.

 •  Furthermore, government funding program-

mes for research and development (R&D) 

and other targeted subsidies for new techno-

logies should be focused on regions with struc-



44 – 2 Decarbonisation of the Economy and the Future of Jobs 2 Decarbonisation of the Economy and the Future of Jobs – 45

tural problems, supporting and incentivising 

the creation of new economic clusters such as 

battery cell production. The development of 

clusters between R&D, universities, production 

facilities and start-ups have proven to be ef-

fective drivers for a successful transition in the 

Ruhr area. Some of the first technology parks 

in Europe were founded in cities in the region, 

such as Dortmund, for instance. 

 •  To conclude, the possibilities for regions 

transforming from heavy industry or mining 

are manifold. They can become cultural hubs, 

where visitors explore the fantastic buildings 

and machines of a past era (e.g. the UNESCO 

heritage site »Zeche Zollverein«),8 they can 

be turned into recreational areas (e.g. lignite 

mines being converted into lakes), or the typi-

cally well-developed infrastructure in terms of 

railway and road connections and grids can be 

used to attract new industries.

But what about...

...the investment needed to transform the infra-

structure? How can we mobilise the funding?

 

The way forward: Financing change

There are many instruments available to finance 

the transformation of the infrastructure and the 

support of regions undergoing structural change:

 •  When it comes to funding the transition of pub- 

lic and private infrastructures, a combination 

of public funds and private investment is 

key. For countries in Central and Eastern Euro-

pe, the Just Transition Mechanism and funding 

through the European Investment Bank, both 

as part of the European Commission’s Green 

Deal9, are an important source of support. To 

attract private money, e.g. from pension funds, 

innovative forms of public-private partnerships 

that offer modest but stable returns have the 

potential to mobilise funds from institutional 

investors seeking such an opportunity. Finally, 

the inclusion of climate crisis risks into the risk 

assessments of banks and other investors can 

help to make investment in renewables and  

other sustainable technologies competitive 

with traditional investments and thus incenti- 

vise financial actors to restructure their port- 

folios. The EU Commission´s Sustainable Finance 

Action Plan is a first step in this direction.10 Just 

as banks and funds »divest« from carbon inten-

sive industries (see page 40), they are looking  

at new investment opportunities in sectors with 

a future.11 This is why Tesla recently became  

the world’s most valuable car maker (although  

Toyota, now rated second, sold 30 times as 

many cars), and why investment in renewable 

energies has recorded one record high after 

another in recent years.

 •  Coal regions and others subject to structu-

ral change are likely to receive more funding 

through the EU’s regional programmes and the 

Just Transition Fund which is also part of the 

EU’s Green Deal. 

But what about...

…carbon leakage? How can we make sure that 

energy-intensive industries don’t just move abroad 

instead of going »green«?

The way forward: Global fair play

 •  In the next 10 to 20 years, a large percentage 

of installations in energy-intensive indus-

tries, e.g. steel production and chemical 

processing, are due for reinvestment. These 

new installations will be operational for seve-

ral decades. This is why it is crucial that these 

new installations employ the technologies with 

the lowest carbon footprint. Otherwise, they 

will contribute to global heating through what 

has been dubbed a »carbon lock-in« effect. 

And, on top of this, they will be driven out of 

the market by ever mounting CO2 prices and 

worldwide decarbonisation efforts, ending up 

as expensive stranded assets. 

 •  As of today, these new technologies, for exam-

ple the use of hydrogen in steel production, 

and the corresponding products are not yet 

competitive with their counterparts produced 

using conventional, carbon-intensive produc-

tion methods—which, in many cases have been 

historically or are still being supported by subsi-

dies. 

Until these new technologies have matured and 

become competitive through a large-scale roll-out 

and emissions pricing/trading systems, first-movers 

will have to make sure that the decarbonisation 

of these industries neither drives them abroad nor 

causes them to disappear due to their inability to 

compete on the international market. To this end, 

there are three potential instruments that are cur-

rently being discussed on the European level as well 

as in many member states:

 1.  First, we will have to explore the effectiveness 

and feasibility of carbon border tax adjust-

ments, i.e. import tariffs based on the CO2 

footprint of certain energy-intensive products. 

This could help to protect industries in transi-

tion from ruinous international competition. 

Since the beginning of 2020, the EU has been 

contemplating the implementation of such a 

scheme as part of its European Green Deal.

 2.  Second, carbon contracts for difference 

could close the gap between the currently 

high production costs for carbon-neutral en- 

ergy intensive products, e.g. steel, and the 

world market price, which is still determined 

by products manufactured with cheaper but 

more carbon-intensive production methods. 

That is, governments agree to cover the price 

differential for those companies that are wil-

ling to decarbonise their production.

 3.  In the long run, further international coopera-

tion is essential with the goal of agreeing on 

a global carbon price floor in order to level 

the playing field between carbon-intensive 

and carbon-neutral methods of production.

 •  Finally, trade unions with expertise in value 

chains can provide essential support in all these 

endeavours. Based on the spirit of international 

solidarity, they can help to close »loopholes« 

created by nations failing to comply with en-

vironmental standards.

But what about...

…the high level of skill and knowledge required 

by many of these new industries and jobs? Isn’t 

the playing field skewed towards highly advanced 

economies? How can we make sure that smaller 

economies are also going to benefit rather than 

just having to accept the consequences of decisions 

made by others?

The way forward—within and outside the EU

 •  Countries in Central and Eastern Europe (CEE) 

are already integrated into the supply chains 

of their Western European neighbours—the 

automotive sector is the best example of this. 

It is therefore crucial for countries in CEE to an-

ticipate these transformations early and build 

on the know-how that has been accumulated 

over the last 30 years in order to remain part 

of these globally integrated networks of eco-

nomic activity. This has to be accompanied by a 

skills campaign which will enable workers and 

companies to adapt to technological change 

and integrate into new networks of economic 

activity.

 •  Many of the countries in CEE have a young, 

qualified IT workforce that can contribute to 
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the development of new, digitalised solutions 

for the transition, in so doing creating added 

value in their home country. 

 •  Many of the changes that we are witnessing 

at the moment are truly global changes. In 

this context, every European country is likely 

to just have to accept the decisions that are 

made in the decades ahead. However, many 

Central and Eastern European economies are 

part of the European Union, making them part 

of an economic bloc with global leverage. It is 

therefore crucial to improve European co-

operation. And steps to accomplish this are 

already underway: the European Green Deal 

and the European Industrial Strategy are two 

initial attempts to develop a common European 

response to global megatrends that we have to 

tackle collectively. 

 •  Meanwhile, even countries that are not part 

of the EU will have the opportunity to success-

fully tackle the transition, if they make judici-

ous use of the support and cooperation instru-

ments for EU funding and loans in the context 

of the European Green Deal (e.g. funds from 

the Instrument for Pre-Accession Assistance or 

loans from EBRD/EIB programmes). Other inter-

national financial organisations, e.g. the World 

Bank or the German development bank KfW, 

and other international donors are also suppor-

ting a greening of infrastructure in countries 

with development challenges. 

 •  To fully unlock the potential for local job crea-

tion and the associated benefits to local com-

munities, a proper governance framework for 

decarbonisation needs to be put in place. One 

of the most important questions will be how to 

boost decentralised power generation and the 

complementary grid, so that the jobs associated 

with running it also remain in the local commu-

nities. This is a vastly different approach to the 

centralised systems we currently have. And it 

is a prerequisite if transition economies are to 

benefit as well. Strong regional, inter-regional 

and European interconnectivity, ensuring back-

up in supply and technical stability, remains key 

for a successful energy transition. The decen-

tralisation of power generation is also a crucial 

step on the path towards making power ge- 

neration more efficient, sustainable and socially 

just. The implications of a decentralised energy 

transition is explored in greater detail in  

Chapter 4.

Part II: The shift from a linear 
to a circular economy will de-
liver new climate-compatible 

products and business models 
which will in turn create new 

jobs.

One important contribution to making our eco-

nomies more sustainable will be the move from a 

linear economy to a circular economy. In a linear 

economy, resources are extracted, processed, used 

and ultimately discarded as waste. In a circular eco-

nomy, however, waste is itself regarded as a resource. 

The resources and materials that were initially 

utilised are used for as long as possible (»cradle-to-

cradle« approach).

Thus, beyond the replacement of our old infrastruc-

ture, new climate-compatible business models 

will emerge. Decarbonisation is, at the end of the 

day, more than merely replacing all the processes 

within our economy that are greenhouse gas emit-

ters with climate-compatible alternatives. It is an 

opportunity to create a new economy with better 

lives for all―provided that we proactively address 

social issues at the very outset. 

Decarbonisation will ultimately only be success- 

ful if we manage to close as many resource 

cycles as possible. One of the reasons this is 

important is that the energy transition itself is very 

resource intensive: Although they do not involve 

burning fossil fuels, wind turbines and solar panels 

require huge quantities of metal in their produc-

tion and they also have to be recycled. The carbon 

and resource footprint of renewable power plants 

(and even of electrical cars) is without a doubt 

significantly better than that of fossil alternatives. 

But we still need energy and material resources 

to produce and recycle them. If we want to avoid 

a situation where, by solving one environmental 

problem, we end up creating another, we will have 

to be as efficient with our resources as possible. 

Beyond this, the exploitation of natural resources 

is also threatening our livelihoods and it is—along-

side the climate crisis—an issue that we must tackle.

 •  Boosting resource efficiency will require ex-

tensive changes to most of our products. They 

will have to be designed in such a way that all 

of the resources used can be recovered at the 

end of the product lifecycle. They will also need 

to be made predominantly from renewable 

sources in order to allow for effective recycling. 

This will create new jobs when it comes to 

product design, repair services and ultima-

tely waste treatment, many of which will 

be in local communities.

 •  The same is true for new business models 

based on sharing rather than owning 

things. These are models that will inevitably 

emerge because they are more convenient for 

consumers. Take a washing machine, for exam-

ple: rather than owning one, you could simply 

purchase a certain number of wash cycles. Once 

these are used up, the washing machine could 

be collected automatically and you would not 

have to worry about it being fed back into 

the resource cycle. Sharing services are already 

starting to change how people move around: 

lift-sharing and carsharing are just two exam-

ples. 

 •  A comprehensive study commissioned by the 

European Commission estimates that, overall, 

moving to a circular economy could boost EU 

GDP by about 0.5 per cent by 2030 and create 

700,000 additional jobs, with Central and 

Eastern European countries benefiting 

more than their Western counterparts.12 

 •  On top of this, we also have to consider the 

regulatory side of the situation: The European 
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Commission’s impact assessment for waste 

targets, simplified legislation, improved moni-

toring and dissemination of best practices alone 

could create more than 180,000 new white-col-

lar jobs across Europe by 2030.

But what about…

...all the new skills needed for circular economy 

jobs? How can we equip workers with the necessary 

skill set and make sure that no one is left behind?

 

The way forward: A gradual change in skills

 •  First of all, we have to consider that this change 

will take place gradually over the next 30 years. 

To avoid workers being stranded with a set of 

»obsolete skills«, it is important to develop a 

training and qualification strategy at an early 

stage (as discussed on page 43).

 •  Ultimately, the global changes that we are 

undergoing—and we are not just talking about 

global heating here—will fundamentally alter 

the way we work. Leaving no one behind also 

includes implementing a skills campaign to at-

tempt to identify which skills and qualifications 

workers are going to need in the future. There 

are already some impressive projects underway, 

helping to map out transition pathways for jobs 

that might soon disappear and trying to iden-

tify which additional skill sets people are going 

to need in order to succeed in the future world 

of work. One example are the resources provi-

ded by Cedefop, the European Centre for the 

Development of Vocational Training, such as its 

Skill Forecast tool.13

But what about...

...the familiar pattern of business models and tech-

nologies being developed abroad? How can we 

make sure that transition economies are also able 

to reap the benefits from these developments and 

people and communities can thrive?

The way forward: Leapfrogging to  

a circular economy

 •  Indeed, advanced economies and their com-

panies are often front-runners when it comes 

to developing, piloting and rolling out new 

business models and technologies. Yet, this also 

has an advantage for transition economies. It 

makes new technologies cheaper and more 

affordable for other countries as they are scaled 

up and learning curve effects and economies  

of scale kick in. This has been true for renew- 

ables and it is likely that we are going to see 

the same with regard to the circular economy.

 •  The decarbonisation of infrastructure is also 

a burden for highly developed countries that 

might have just recently invested in updating 

the existing fossil infrastructure and are now 

faced with decommissioning, rebuilding etc., 

thus significantly lowering the cost-effective-

ness of the investment. In the meantime, coun-

tries with an older infrastructure that has to be 

updated anyway (e.g. power plants, roads, etc.), 

can »leapfrog« to a next level of modern 

technology.  

 •  The repair-reuse-recycle principle of the circular 

economy also has the potential to bring back 

more localised jobs and professions that were 

lost over the last decades as repairing things 

went out of fashion.

 •  The EUs Circular Economy Action Plan lays 

out an ambitious agenda with tangible mea-

sures ranging from increased recycling targets 

to minimum standards for producer responsi-

bility when it comes to product design. Other 

important steps include the ban and control of 

illegal waste exports. The waste of today is the 

raw material for the circular economy business 

models of tomorrow. 

 •  These are the first steps. However, we are 

entering uncharted territory when it comes to 

transforming our economy from linear to circu-

lar. In the midterm we will have to redesign the 

foundations of some of our fundamental eco-

nomic policies, which might include reshaping 

our tax system or our trade policies in line with 

resource efficiency, consistency and sufficiency, 

e.g. through progressive taxation of resource 

use. The state will thus play a decisive role 

in the transition of the economy from linear 

to circular—on the national but also the city 

and municipality level (see also Chapters 6 and 

7). It has to create the framework but it also 

has to ensure democratic participation in its 

implementation. And it will have to enshrine 

key principles of sustainability in its education 

policy. 

 •  Innovation has always flourished in entrepre-

neurial states that take a proactive position 

with regard to the development and diffusion 

of new technologies—and today, such an entre-

preneurial framework can also be provided at a 

joint European level. Such a framework should 

support the development of new technologies 

enabling them to be marketed. The transition 

we need to shape will thus not be compatible 

with the neoliberal understanding of the inter-

action of states and the market, as the neolibe-

ral ideal of a »night-watchman state« would be 

CIRCULAR ECONOMY BOOSTS  

ECONOMY OF CENTRAL AND  

EASTERN EUROPE

700,000 
additional jobs
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unable to incentivise and support the required 

changes.14 Progressive leadership is needed. 

As we have seen in Chapter 1 (page 26), social 

democrats helped to shape such transitional 

processes in the past, and as we will see in 
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14  See Mazzucato, Mariana (2013): The Entrepreneurial State: Debunking Public vs. Private Sector Myths. 

London: Anthem Press.

Sources and
Endnotes

•  In this chapter we have evaluated the poten-

tial of economy decarbonisation in terms of 

jobs and employment. We have seen that a 

transition is needed to keep jobs in sectors 

that have already been impacted by the 

climate crisis , and in sectors that will be 

hit by unmitigated global heating if we do 

not act. After all, there are no jobs on a dead 

planet.

•  We have also seen that, beyond the economic 

and technological dimension of the transi-

tion, progressive actors have the capacity 

to ensure that the process will also be 

equitable and socially just. This is a pivotal 

responsibility, especially for social democrats. 

We have to make sure that all of the develop-

ments described in this chapter are politically 

managed in such a way that they contribute to 

reducing inequality in the process, e.g. through 

more redistributive tax regimes to mobilise 

sufficient funding. 

•  Guiding principles for a »just transition« such 

as this have already been developed by many 

stakeholders—trade unions, political parties 

and NGOs—and are already being applied 

across the globe. In addition to the social equity 

dimension of such political frameworks and 

guidelines, these principles will also have to 

include efficiency and sufficiency.

•  Particularly for progressives, the relationship 

between the state and the market will have to 

be rebalanced. What we have to strive for is 

an innovative and entrepreneurial state. A 

state that supports the development and diffu-

sion of new sustainable technologies through 

strategic industrial and innovation policy. In this 

transition, it will not be enough to rely on the 

neoliberal paradigm of the free interplay of 

market forces bringing about the progress we 

need.

 What are we striving for? 

Chapter 6 (page 112ff), all modern states have 

numerous instruments at their disposal to guide 

us into a socially just and environmentally sus-

tainable future. 
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Compounding megatrends are additional drivers of 
structural change. Decarbonisation is not the only 
transformation that we are currently witnessing.  
Digitalisation and demographic change, as well as 
the reduction of working hours will significantly  
affect how and when we work.

3 
Compounding
Megatrends

In this chapter, we will examine  
the megatrends that affect the  
decarbonisation process and have  
a profound impact on the future  
of work: demographic change, dig- 
italisation and working time reduc-
tion. We show how these mega-
trends affect employment and jobs, 
but also how they pave the way  
for a more sustainable, low-carbon  
economic model.

Other megatrends, such as the  
deglobalisation triggered by the 
Covid-19 pandemic, which is push-
ing the world economy to retreat 
from economic integration, might 
also have an impact on the future 
of work and decarbonisation. 

3

You know there will always be trends 
that come and go. Decarbonisation is one 
of those trends. Trust me, it will disappe-
ar, just like digitalisation.   
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Part I: Demographic change is 
anticipated to reduce the size 

of the workforce in the near 
future, so ultimately there may 

very well be more jobs than 
workers.

 •  The debate about whether the decarbonisation 

of our economy will ultimately lead to the loss 

of large numbers of jobs often overlooks what 

will be one of the most important drivers of 

change in the job market in the years and deca-

des to come: demographic change.

 •  First, the population of Central and Eastern 

Europe is projected to shrink in the next few 

decades. These societies are also rapidly ageing. 

With regard to the labour market, this means 

that the available workforce is going to decline 

substantially, a development that will further 

exacerbate the shortage of qualified workers 

that many sectors are already suffering from.

 •  The ageing of societies also means that the el-

derly care sector will have to expand. Since 

this is a labour-intensive sector, it will be com-

peting with other sectors of the economy over 

the shrinking workforce.

 •  In Central and Eastern Europe, this develop-

ment will be further amplified by the fact that 

there has already been a substantial amount of 

labour market migration to Western Euro-

pean countries in the last few years. This trend 

is likely to continue, be it in the care sector, the 

construction sector or the skilled trades.

 •  Taken together, these developments indicate 

that one of the key challenges is likely to be 

how to secure enough workers for the moder-

nisation of public and private infrastructures 

that was outlined in Chapter 2.

But what about…

...the quality of jobs? How can we make sure that 

the new jobs in the sectors of the economy that are 

going to grow—e.g. the skilled trades, construction 

and the care economy—provide at least the same 

high level of wages, job security, a sense of belon-

ging and trade union representation as jobs in the 

current dominant industries, e.g. the power gene-

ration or automotive sector?

The way forward: Strengthening trade  

unions and gender equality

 •  Some conventional sectors do indeed have 

particularly strong union representation. How-

ever, it is worth reiterating that decarbonisa-

tion is not the only driver of change (as argued 

in Chapter 2). Trade unions in these sectors are 

likely to undergo substantial transformation, 

irrespective of decarbonisation. To shape these 

manifold transformations in the spirit of social 

justice and solidarity, trade unions will have to 

scrutinise the power resources that might be- 

come available to them and develop appropriate 

strategies along the power resource approach.1 

The same applies to social democratic parties 

and movements. To be a strong and suppor- 

tive partner for members of society during  

this great transformation, we need a proac- 

tive approach, sound knowledge and effective 

strategies. It is important to recognise that 

stopping the transition is an unrealistic scenario 

and procrastination will result in even harsher 

consequences. 

 •  The trends associated with demographic 

change play in favour of the unions since the 

shortage of workers is likely to increase their 

bargaining power. In addition, the trade unions’ 

bargaining power will be strengthened by the 

increasing competition for workers from sectors 

such as care, which will gain importance due to 

the ageing of the population. The Covid-19  

crisis has also increased awareness of the im-

portance of the care sector, opening a window 

of opportunity with regard to public support 

for better working conditions and higher wages.

 •  When it comes to the quality of jobs and the 

specific questions raised above, trade unions 

will have to forge new alliances and mobilise 

workers in emerging sectors and sectors of the 

economy that have so far been underrepresen-

ted. A proactive approach can empower 

the core industrial workforce to manage 

the transition into new sectors, while 

maintaining trade union representation 

and allowing for collective bargaining 

agreements. This is an excellent opportunity 

for the trade unions to get a head start moving 

into the new age of decarbonisation, by serving 

as one of the key players in a successful transition. 

 •  The growing importance of the care sector ulti-

mately also presents an opportunity to  

improve gender equality. The majority of the 

workforce in the occupations associated with 

this sector are women. If the social importance 

of these jobs is recognised and the wages paid 

in the sector are increased accordingly, it would 

contribute to a more even distribution of in-

come within households. This would also take 

the pressure off the main bread-winner, ma-

king households less dependent on his or her 

income. At the same time, it would allow for 

a more equal distribution of working hours 

within the household. While the sum of paid 

collective hours worked might increase, the 

real working hours for everyone might actually 

decline. Issues related to working hours will be 

looked at later in this chapter.

But what about...

...all those people who are unemployed at the 

moment? How can we make sure that this current 
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shortage of jobs translates into decent work for 

everyone?

The way forward: Reforms to secure  

employment

 •  First of all, unemployment rates differ substan-

tially across European countries. Many Central 

and Eastern European countries have, accor-

ding to Eurostat data, close to full employment. 

The unemployment rate for the Czech Republic, 

for example, was about 2 per cent in 2019, and 

Poland’s unemployment in the same period was 

3.3 per cent. At the same time, many countries, 

such as Spain or Greece, are still struggling, 

particularly with persistently high levels of 

youth unemployment. Moreover, statistical data 

about unemployment in CEE and SEE must be 

viewed with scepticism, as, in many countries, 

there is not always much incentive for an indivi-

dual to register as unemployed, for example. 

 •  With regard to those countries still suffering 

from high rates of unemployment, the high 

level of investment necessary for the mo-

dernisation of the public and private in-

frastructure is an opportunity to create new 

jobs. The question of unemployment therefore 

hinges, among other things, on whether a 

green investment campaign can successfully be 

implemented in the coming years.

 •  Furthermore, one reason for persistent unem-

ployment that is often overlooked is not ne-

cessarily the lack of demand for labour but the 

skill mismatch in the labour market, meaning 

people’s skills do not correspond to what em-

ployers are looking for. This has been a prob-

lem for many years and needs to be tackled 

through various dedicated measures, including 

improved qualification and training program-

mes with strong practical components; as well 

as a cluster approach in education in general, 

cooperating with public and private employers, 

research institutes, etc.

 •  It will therefore be paramount to invest in 

workforce training and retraining in order to 

equip workers with the required skill sets. This 

means that countries will have to restructure 

their education systems so that they provide 

the technical skills as well as the soft skills  

needed for tomorrow’s world of work, coopera-

ting closely with other stakeholders shaping the 

labour market.

 •  Thus, as an underlying trend, demographic 

change holds many opportunities for workers 

since it has the potential to make labour more 

powerful and resourceful relative to capital as a 

result of the increased bargaining power of the 

workers. This strength, however, can only be ef-

fective if it is exercised collectively, through 

trade unions.

Part II: Establishing new digital 
services and technologies  

facilitates the transition to a 
decarbonised economy, while 

at the same time creating more 
and better jobs 

The decarbonisation of the economy is already 

being accelerated by the digitalisation trend, a pro-

cess that will only gather momentum. One exam-

ple of the impact of this trend is that new digital 

technologies enable enormous improvements 

in areas such as renewable power generation, 

management and distribution. Let us take the 

case of sun and wind energy, which are only avail-

able at certain times and not entirely predictable. 

Their usage therefore requires more communica-

tion and cooperation in balancing power supply 

and demand. Both solar and wind energy have the 

potential to be used more effectively when coupled 

with new energy storage technologies. Increased 

data access through digitalisation will enhance in-

formation sharing, facilitating better management 

of energy demand in real time. For example, smart 

meters in individual households will make power 

supply more efficient and demand more predict-

able. On a larger scale, this will allow the grid ope-

rators to integrate decentralised renewable energy 

sources, such as start-ups and prosumers, into the 

network. Last but not least, this will also foster job 

creation in the renewable sector. 

 •  Digitalisation is also a powerful tool for 

increasing energy efficiency. This reduces 

greenhouse gas emissions, but also provides us 

with the resources to clean up our energy sup-

ply. However, the annual rate of improvement 

in global energy intensity (defined as units of 

energy per unit of GDP) has been slowing in 

recent years, dropping from nearly 3 per cent 

in 2015 to 1.9 per cent in 2017, and then again 

to 1.3 per cent in 2018.2 Modernising energy 

efficiency through digitalisation could reverse 

this trend in most of the sectors/areas that are 

responsible for CO2 emissions and significant 

energy demand. This can apply to the indivi-

dual household (see the smart meter example 

above), as well as to large municipal or indus-

trial consumers. 

 •  All these ongoing changes triggered by digi-

talisation will have a profound impact on the 

electricity business. Not only does digitalisation 

contribute to decarbonisation, it also funda-

mentally transforms the sector and makes many 

of the industry’s current characteristics obso-

lete. In the future, the digitised power system 

will allow more and more decisions to be taken 

and implemented autonomously, meaning 

that entry barriers will be removed and part 

of the value chain will be opened up to new 

actors. New business models will emerge—

conventional utilities will shift from creating 

asset-heavy infrastructures that provide stable 

and predictable electricity supply to mana-

ging flexible, decentralised energy solutions. 

It is likely, for example, that regional and local 

distribution system operators will play a more 

substantial role. Moreover, a market for start-

ups providing effective tools and instruments 

for demand-side management is already de-

veloping. However, this will also have a major 

impact on the type of skills and qualifications 

required on the labour market. 

 •  The trends described above will not only lead 

to transformation in the energy sector. They 

will also bring structural economic and so-

cietal changes in their wake, something that 

will, in turn, also have a major impact on 

employment. Several occupations will disap-

pear or be transformed, but new jobs, requi-

ring less repetitive tasks and a higher level of 

skills, will be created. In the coming decades, 



58 – 3 Compounding Megatrends 3 Compounding Megatrends – 59

it will be the task of the trade unions and 

policymakers to take maximum advantage 

of the opportunities that digitalisation is 

creating for the workforce: automation will 

pave the way for greater competitiveness, it 

will prevent production sites from being off-

shored to locations with low labour costs, and it 

will replace the routine tasks with more crea-

tive ones. Ultimately digitalisation will provide 

workers with better remuneration and improve 

their working conditions. 

But what about…

...the risk of a rebound effect, i.e. the fear that the 

savings from energy efficiency due to new techno-

logies will be cancelled out because of changes in 

people’s behaviour or other systemic factors? 

The way forward: Regulation against  

the rebound effect

 •  The rebound effect has been the subject of 

research for some years. One of the fears is, for 

example, that increased energy efficiency makes 

energy-consuming technology less expensive 

to use, so people may use it more often and 

thus in fact consume more. But it is sometimes 

the case that new technologies, such as servers, 

that play a key role in the digitalisation process, 

are so energy intensive that they soon eat up 

the resources that they are trying to save. One 

direct effect of digitalisation, for instance, is the 

expansion of the IT technical basis which some-

times comes at a significant cost to the environ-

ment. For example, an important component of 

many smart digital technologies are rare earth 

materials, the use of which has major implica-

tions in terms of toxic pollution. They are ex-

tracted using highly energy-intensive processes, 

spewing carbon emissions into the atmosphere 

and toxins into the ground.

 •  Smart infrastructures have the potential to 

increase resource efficiency, but only if they are 

managed correctly. It is not a foregone conclu-

sion that digitalisation is good for the climate. 

We need regulations to steer the process to-

wards sustainability. Regulations are crucial for 

improving the environmental impact of digital 

technologies.

 •  When it comes to the rebound effect,  

there are plenty of technical and political 

solutions which will help us to mitigate 

negative effects and unleash the positive 

potential of digitalisation. We can achieve 

major energy savings if the right regulations 

are in place. This should already start at the 

design phase of smart products, as decisions 

that are made at this stage in the development 

of smart technologies have a huge influence on 

energy consumption. Stipulating ecodesign 

directives for energy-related products, such 

as laptops, smartphones, servers, etc. is essen-

tial for reducing their energy consumption and 

improving their environmental impact. For 

instance, it is estimated that the effect of the 

ecodesign directive for servers set out in the la-

test EU regulations for servers and storage will 

result in annual energy savings of approxima-

tely 9 TWh by 2030, which is equal to the yearly 

electricity consumption of Estonia in 2014 and 

corresponds to a total of 2.1 million tonnes of 

CO2 equivalent.3 Extending and improving such 

regulations will have a significant impact on 

the energy consumption of smart technologies 

and on our carbon footprint. 

 •  But we should not just use regulations to  

mitigate the potentially negative effects of  

digitalisation, but, more importantly, to advance 

progressive agendas and foster new, more 

sustainable economic models. The concern that 

digitalisation will have major environmental 

costs should be replaced by the determination 

to use technological change as an oppor-

tunity for creating more sustainable eco-

nomic models, such as a circular economy (see 

Chapter 2, page 47). Technological progress 

is a result of human action—it can and must 

be embedded into progressive frameworks of 

action. For instance, the regulations addressing 

the ecodesign of smart technologies mentioned 

above can be used as an opportunity to reduce 

the impact of phenomena such as planned 

obsolescence and to push for aspects that are 

relevant for a circular economy. Regulatory 

measures that require electronic devices, such 

as smartphones or laptops, to be designed in a 

way that ensures longevity, reparability, reuse 

and recycling will help us prolong the lifetime 

of these products and reduce e-waste. 

But what about…

...the economic disruption and job losses? How  

can we make sure that jobs comprising easily auto- 

matable tasks and involving routine, repetitive  

activities are not at risk of automation? 

The way forward: New markets, new  

business models, new jobs

 •  The advance of digital technologies does 

indeed bear the risk of technology making 

certain jobs obsolete. However, we must also 

consider the other side of the coin: Not only 

does every technological revolution result 

in the dismantling of existing business 

models, markets and jobs—it also creates 

new markets, new jobs and new business 

models. New behaviours, new interactions, 

new consumption patterns require new services 

and products, all of which generate new oppor-

tunities for employment that requires human 

labour, creating jobs that are more skilled and 

thus better paid.  

 •  When it comes to the energy sector specifically, 

several analyses, including one conducted by 

the World Economic Forum, point to signifi-

cant opportunities for digitalisation to create 

new jobs in the sector. Digital initiatives are 

expected to generate up to 3.45 million new 

jobs by 2025—this translates to 10.7 per cent 
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job growth in the electricity industry.4 Most 

importantly, job creation potential is highest in 

the consumer renewables sector, with energy 

storage integration creating up to one million 

new jobs. 

 •  That said, it is acknowledged that not every 

worker will immediately be able to find a new 

job in the new, emerging industries, even with 

excellent training. This is where governments 

should use the sound, just and supportive 

social policy outlined above to smoothen the 

transition and make it a fair process for all of 

society. Public works or public employment 

programmes are always a solution that govern-

ments can make use of to mitigate the negative 

effects of digitalisation. 

 •  When discussing digitalisation, we should re-

member that throughout our history, humanity 

has been repeatedly confronted with economic 

disruption triggered by technological progress, 

and the number of jobs has not declined; on 

the contrary, it has increased. Lessons from the 

past regarding the impact of technological 

progress indicate that new technologies are 

unlikely to fully automate jobs and cause un-

employment, but instead they will change the 

nature of the workplace and the tasks and skills 

different jobs involve. 

 •  Our focus should therefore be on how to de-

velop the workforce expertise required to take 

advantage of the tremendous opportunities 

digitalisation creates. In this sense, fostering 

continuous reskilling and lifelong learning 

throughout the economy will be critical. Edu-

cation and training can mitigate the negative 

effects of digitalisation by helping workers to 

acquire the technological skills that increase 

their employability and allow them to switch 

to better paid jobs, thus enabling them to 

participate in the benefits generated by new 

technologies. Studies regarding automation 

and technological change indicate that workers 

who switch to more complex jobs, requiring a 

higher level of technological skills land better 

paid jobs, typically also characterised by better 

working conditions. 

 •  But most importantly, we should always bear 

in mind that technology development can, to a 

large extent, be controlled or at least steered. 

Technology is frequently seen as syno-

nymous with a loss of control—we tend to 

forget that governments can steer inno-

vation and technology development with-

out destroying it. And, while it is true that 

technological disruption alone will not foster 

a sustainable society, by steering technological 

innovation, our governments can reshape the 

future and enable a more sustainable, circular 

society that benefits ordinary people and the 

environment alike. 

Part III: Reduced working hours 
are one of the main trends seen 

in the last centuries, under- 
scoring the idea that we work 

to live, not live to work.

  The debate about the future of work is also about 

our quality of life: How much do we have to 

work to afford a lifestyle that makes us 

happy? Generations of trade unionists and social 

democrats have fought for a continuous reduc- 

tion in working hours—quite successfully until the 

1950s. In the 1850s, at the height of the industrial 

revolution, a 12-hour working day and a six-day 

working week—72 hours a week in total—was 

commonplace. In the late 19th century, it was 

estimated that the average workweek was over 

60 hours. Over the course of the 20th century, 

working hours declined by almost half, dropping 

to a typical 40 hours/5 days per week after 1950. 

In 2000, France imposed a 35-hour workweek. 

»The four-day workweek is inevitable,« claimed 

US President Richard Nixon as early as 1956. We 

should not lose sight of the fact that we work to 

make a living and work is a means to a sustain-

able, decent existence, not a goal in itself. 

 •  A reduction in working hours could contri-

bute to the creation of a sustainable eco-

nomy and thus a more sustainable society. 

It is widely known that because of lack of time, 

labour-intensive households are more prone to 

purchasing ready-made products with a large 

environmental footprint, such as home appli-

ances or ready meals. Combined with greater 

public awareness, fewer hours at work could 

mean more time for more climate-smart acti-

vities, such as home cooking, repairing broken 

items instead of throwing them away, etc. This 

will also improve our wellbeing, giving us more 

time to spend with others, to exercise, and to 

pursue our hobbies.5 

 •  A shorter working week would mean we con-

sume less resources and energy—we would not 

use transport as frequently to travel to work, 

less energy-sucking office space would be 

required, and less resources would be needed 

to produce goods and services. Data shows 

that countries with shorter working weeks 

have a smaller carbon footprint. There are 

studies showing that reducing our working 

time by one per cent leads to a 0.8 per cent 

decrease in carbon emissions.6 These results are 

mainly driven by the effects of lower income 

and lower consumption. 

But what about…

...the lower salaries if we work less? How can we 

make sure that working less does not undermine 

competitiveness by lowering productivity and ulti-

mately lowering our wages?

REDUCING WORKING TIME  

LOWERS CARBON EMISSIONS

CO2 CO2
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The way forward: Fair wages for increasing 

productivity

 •  It is true that reduced working hours can reduce 

salaries, but this is avoidable. Past examples 

show that trade unions have repeatedly 

succeeded in reducing working hours with-

out a reduction in wages. 

 •  Moreover, reduced working time does not 

necessarily result in lower productivity. In fact, 

there is evidence to the contrary: By correlating 

hours worked per person in OECD countries 

between 1990 and 2012 with the GDP created 

per hour worked, one study actually demon-

strated that productivity is highest when peo-

ple spend fewer hours working.7 There is also 

a strong body of scientific research providing 

evidence that, above a certain threshold, an 

increase in working hours brings no gains in 

productivity. One of the rather obvious factors 

mentioned in the literature is fatigue, which 

not only diminishes performance but also 

increases the probability of workplace acci-

dents as well as negatively impacting employee 

health. 

 •  Our main concern should not be the producti-

vity losses, but the decoupling of wages from 

productivity. The reality is that in the last few 

decades, productivity growth has been higher 

than wage increases. For example, in the past 

20 years, labour productivity rose by about 30 

per cent in Germany, whereas wages increased 

by just 18 per cent. In some parts of the develo-

ped world, such as the US, the situation is even 

worse—from 1979 to 2018, net productivity 

rose by 69.6 per cent, while the hourly wage 

increased by a mere 11.6 per cent (after ad-

justing for inflation).8 If we add to the debate 

the potential increases in productivity brought 

about by digitalisation (see previous section), 

it becomes perfectly clear that we should not 

be worrying about productivity: Instead, we 

should be focusing on how to ensure de-

cent wages and how to reduce working 

time. 

 •  The two main ways of achieving this are more 

worker-friendly national regulations and 

stronger trade unions, both facilitating a ra-

pid, successful and just transition. The wealth 

generated by workers does not automati-

cally trickle down—we need proper legal 

frameworks and effective policies, which 

foster a better redistribution of wealth by 

ensuring living wages, for example. Increased 

coverage of collective bargaining and more 

centralised wage-setting can also bring substan-

tial wage increases, without negatively impac-

ting working conditions and increasing labour 

intensity.

But what about …

...decreased production and diminished consump-

tion resulting in degrowth? Reduced working hours 

would trigger major changes in production and 

consumption patterns: Not only would we consume 

differently; we would also produce and consume 

less. 

The way forward: Degrowth  

and green growth

 •  Replacing »brown jobs« with »green jobs« 

alone will not solve the climate crisis. How-

ever, the concepts of »green growth« and 

»degrowth« are two sides of the same 

coin: We need growth in some sectors and 

degrowth in others. There is a broad consen-

sus that many sectors should rather grow than 

degrow, for example public transport, health-

care or the renewable energy industry. It is also 

widely acknowledged that some sectors have 

to degrow if we want to limit the climate crisis, 

for example coal mining or the manufacture of 

vehicles that are energy inefficient.

 •  Separating economic growth from physical 

growth, for instance, can help us to attain a 

better life without unsustainable resource 

consumption. After all, it is increased consump-

tion of the earth’s resources and its negative 

environmental impact that led many to con-

clude that economic growth was unsustainable. 

However, GDP doesn’t just measure the produc-

tion of goods, it also measures the provision 

of services. It is possible to escape from the 

»resource trap« development model, for exam-

ple by shifting to an economy based on 

services and knowledge. With increases in 

education, care services, the arts, etc., economic 

growth could expand without consuming such 

large quantities of the earth’s resources. 

 •  We should bear in mind that above a certain le-

vel, material possessions no longer increase our 

wellbeing, which is, after all, the ultimate goal 

of all of our efforts. While a decent standard of 

living definitively implies a certain amount of 

material possessions or a certain level of con-

sumption of goods, there are many other fac-

tors that improve our lives. Our emotional well-

being largely depends on our state of health, 

the care we give and receive, community ties, 
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family and friends. Economic growth based 

less on material production and more on a 

whole range of services that improve our 

wellbeing would not just reduce carbon emis-

sions, but also make us happier. 

 •  Many people also agree that there are nu-

merous products that should still be produ-

ced—but in lower quantities and at higher 

quality: for example, washing machines that 

run for ten years instead of two (after which 

the warranty ends), mobile phones that can 

be easily repaired if only one part is broken, 

or electric drills that can be rented so that not 

every household has to buy one (in the average 

German household, an electric drill is used for 

13 minutes per year), not to mention the incre-

dible amount of food waste or cars being used 

for only a fraction of their operational lifetime.

  •  A sustainable sharing, repairing and »cradle-to-

cradle« economy would need a big workforce 

•  In this chapter we have described three on- 

going megatrends: demographic change,  

digitalisation and reduced working time 

and the challenges and opportunities they  

present for the future of employment and  

the transition to a low-carbon economy.

•  We have analysed the underlying risks associa-

ted with demographic change, digitalisation 

and reduced working time, showing that none 

of them presents an insurmountable obstacle 

and that policy regulations are crucial. 

•  We have assessed how these megatrends im-

pact the decarbonisation process and the future 

of work, emphasising the idea that, in order 

to take maximum advantage of the oppor-

tunities presented by these megatrends, 

we need forward-looking, progressive, 

collective and political action. None of these 

megatrends will produce a more sustainable 

and fairer future on their own: We must steer 

and shape the inevitable transformation, 

and we must do so together. 

 What are we striving for? 

of specialised workers, service providers and 

networkers to align supply and demand etc. 

(see Chapter 2).

 •  So the only controversial question remaining is 

whether the market needs to provide for—or 

rather stimulate—massive consumption across 

all sectors, such as a new television set every 

other year. Aside from this question, »de-

growth« and »green growth« are in fact not as 

contradictory as often framed: Some industries 

will always degrow in a market economy; and 

carbon-intensive industries will certainly de-

grow (as is already the case). But all industries 

that contribute to achieving a good life for 

everyone need to be preserved, or even grow—

and they need to be »greened«. The form such 

a fundamental transformation might take in 

two key sectors—energy and mobility— will be 

discussed in the following chapters.

Endnotes and
Sources

Endnotes
1  For an account of the power resource approach, see FES´s Trade Unions in Transformation Project, available 

at: https://www.fes.de/themenportal-gewerkschaften-und-gute-arbeit/gewerkschaften-international/trade-

unions-in-transformation
2  International Energy Agency (2019): Global Energy & CO2 Status Report 2019. The latest trends in energy 

and emissions in 2018. Flagship report (March 2019).
3  European Commission Regulation of 15.3.2019 laying down ecodesign directive for servers and data storage 

products pursuant to Directive 2009/125/EC of the European Parliament and of the Council and amending 

Commission Regulation (EU) No 617/2013.
4  World Economic Forum, Electricity: generating value through digital transformation, available at: https://re-

ports.weforum.org/digital-transformation/electricity-generating-value-through-digital-transformation/?do-

ing_wp_cron=1592572993.3050439357757568359375
5  Lykke Syse, Karen and Lee Mueller, Martin (2015): Sustainable Consumption and the Good Life: Interdiscipli-

nary perspectives. Routledge.
6  Nässén, Jonas and Larsson, Jörgen (2015): Would shorter working time reduce greenhouse gas emissions? 

An analysis of time use and consumption in Swedish households, in: Environment and Planning C: Govern-

ment and Policy 33, pp. 726-745.
7 Grosse, Robert (2018): The Four-Day Workweek. Routledge.
8  Economic Policy Institute (2019): The Productivity–Pay Gap (July 2019); available at:  

https://www.epi.org/productivity

Sources
Demographic change: 

https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/total-population-outlook-from-unstat-3/assessment-1

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.php/Unemployment_statistics

https://www.cedefop.europa.eu/en/publications-and-resources/publications/3075 

Digitalisation: 

https://www.iea.org/reports/digitalisation

https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter8.pdf

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/HTML/?uri=PI_COM:C(2019)1955&from=EN

https://ec.europa.eu/info/news/new-rules-external-power-supplies-will-enable-household-energy-savings-

2020-mar-31_ro

https://reports.weforum.org/digital-transformation/electricity-generating-value-through-digital-transforma-

tion/?doing_wp_cron=1592572993.3050439357757568359375

http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_FOW_Reskilling_Revolution.pdf

https://www.oecd.org/going-digital/changing-nature-of-work-in-the-digital-era.pdf

Reduced working hours: 

https://www.etui.org/content/download/32642/303199/file/Guide_Working+time-web-v

https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1068/c12239

https://434c74b4-116e-43a0-ab00-04a130c61444.filesusr.com/ugd/6a142f_36162778914a46b3a00d-

cd466562fce7.pdf

http://www.becode.org/
https://www.npr.org/2019/11/04/776163853/microsoft-japan-says-4-day-workweek-boosted-workers-productivity-by-40?t=1592749495929
https://www.fes.de/themenportal-gewerkschaften-und-gute-arbeit/gewerkschaften-international/trade-unions-in-transformation
https://www.fes.de/themenportal-gewerkschaften-und-gute-arbeit/gewerkschaften-international/trade-unions-in-transformation
https://reports.weforum.org/digital-transformation/electricity-generating-value-through-digital-transformation/?doing_wp_cron=1592572993.3050439357757568359375
https://reports.weforum.org/digital-transformation/electricity-generating-value-through-digital-transformation/?doing_wp_cron=1592572993.3050439357757568359375
https://reports.weforum.org/digital-transformation/electricity-generating-value-through-digital-transformation/?doing_wp_cron=1592572993.3050439357757568359375
https://www.routledge.com/search?author=Karen%20Lykke%20Syse
https://www.routledge.com/search?author=Martin%20Lee%20Mueller


66 – Titel

By promoting an energy transition and scaling up re-
newables in a just and equitable manner, four goals 
will be achieved in moving our societies forward.  
1. Renewable energy will democratise our electricity 
systems and infrastructure, i.e. the processes of  
generation, transmission and distribution of power.  
2. This will help us to ensure affordable access to 
cheap and reliable energy for all: businesses, wor-
kers and consumers. 3. This will clearly also help us 
to combat climate change and the accompanying  
social distortions. 4. Renewable energy will improve  
individual and public health.

4 
Socially
Just Energy
Transformation

This chapter will show how shifting 
our economies to renewable ener-
gy will help us to save our planet 
and thus also our jobs, improving 
conditions and reducing emissions. 
After all, a healthy and intact pla-
net is the basis for all our work. As 
we move towards a decarbonised 
energy system, electricity will beco-
me an even more important energy 

source, because of the huge poten-
tial for renewable electricity gene-
ration. Different energy sectors will 
be increasingly electrified (»sector 
coupling«). To keep the discussion 
below focused and provide as many 
useful arguments as possible, we 
will therefore focus mainly on the 
power sector.

… the wind turbines ruin 
the whole view and are bad 
for the birds …
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Part I: Democracy needs  
democrats, and energy needs 

democratisation.

Civic participation is at the heart of an energy 

democracy, not only as part of the energy transi-

tion, but also when it comes to having an equal  

say in the process that influences the moral implica- 

tions of energy policies for individual and collective 

choices. And thus, a bottom-up energy-coherent 

society is created. As a result, energy transition will 

narrow the distinction between citizens as final 

energy consumers and existing producers, and will, 

in turn, alter the collaborative consumption con-

cept referred to as prosumerism.1 

 •  If we look at the German or Scandinavian 

examples, where the importance of citizens’ 

energy in the power transition has been ack-

nowledged, it is evident that the switch to 

renewables has contributed to an energy de-

mocratisation that goes beyond citizen partici-

pation and enables equal access of individuals 

and households to the ownership and co-owner- 

ship of all power generation units and proces-

ses. Besides prosumerism, in 2018, Germany alo-

ne had about 824 active energy cooperatives, a 

figure close to Denmark’s former 1999 peak of 

931.2 And this is the example that every coun-

try and every region should follow, in order to 

enable democratic choices, equally accessible to 

everyone in the energy sector. 

 •  If the shift towards renewables occurs in a suf-

ficiently decentralised manner, this will allow 

citizens and energy cooperatives, community-

owned and municipal energy plants to play a 

role in the current energy system. 

 •  With the support of alternative economic  

models, the state as a key partner in a so- 

cially just energy transformation will grease the 

wheels to ensure a smooth process of democra-

tisation within the sector and to redefine the 

link between energy and the citizens: and here 

we mean energy, not only as a source of light, 

but also as a source of revenue. 

 •  A number of positive examples across the EU 

and beyond demonstrate the benefits of energy 

decentralisation accompanied by participatory 

governance, remunicipalisation and devolution, 

which also requires the evolution of the exis-

ting roles of producers and consumers, especially 

in the management of local grids. The success 

of this decentralisation, however, depends on 

the creation of an adequate legal framework 

to govern the establishments, guarantee acces-

sible financial instruments and facilitate strong 

synergies between local authorities and local 

energy communities. Today, a connection to 

a modern, inter-regional and European trans-

mission grid is also a structural prerequisite for 

a successful energy transition that focuses on 

decentralised generation. 

 •  The small German town of Wolfhagen is an 

excellent example of a local energy project that 

was established thanks to the aforementioned 

conditions of energy decentralisation and has 

thus resulted in local socio-economic benefits 

such as jobs and revenue, as well as significant 

decarbonisation and democratisation of the 

local economy. Based on a community-local 

government hybrid model, this project took 

an innovative approach following the idea of 

remunicipalisation of energy operations by put-

ting the public company Stadtwerke Wolfhagen 

in charge, and then entering a joint ownership 

with the citizen-led energy cooperative BEG 

Wolfhagen. This resulted into direct benefits 

for the municipality and citizens alike: coop-

erative capital investment, de-risking by the 

municipality, and new forms of democratic en-

gagement of citizens and shared governance.3 

It is also very important to point out here that 

communities like this do not become »energy 

islands« but are integrated into a stable natio-

nal grid (see below). 

 •  Inclusive, affordable and sustainable en- 

ergy access for all can be achieved by scaling 

up renewables through combining available 

technological solutions, local economic mo-

dels and existing solar and wind endowments. 

Today, in 2020, when one in nine people world-

wide have limited access to electricity to light 

their homes, cooperation between govern-

ments, businesses and citizens is vital. This type 

of mutual action is necessary to support those 

in need through sufficient expansion of renew-

ables and by providing an adequate infrastruc-

ture to connect every household and enable a 

fair share of costs.4 Energy poverty in Kosovo, 

for example, translates as 50 per cent of hou-

seholds not being able to afford sufficient 

warmth,5 and in sub-Saharan Africa, it prevents 

children from attending school. The EU is not 

immune either, and in 2018, on average 7.3 per 

cent of EU citizens stated that they were unable 

to keep their homes adequately warm, while in 

Bulgaria and Greece the corresponding figures 

are 33.7 per cent and 22.7 per cent, respectively.6 

On the other hand, when it comes to attitudes 

regarding energy policy, a European study sho-

wed that nine out of ten respondents (90 per 

cent) agreed it should be the EU’s responsibility 

to »address energy poverty and ensure a fair 

energy transition so that no citizen or region 

is left behind.«7 The situation is similar in the 

future EU member states: in Serbia, citizens 

expressed their willingness to switch from wood 

(as the cheapest available resource) to renew-

able heating solutions.8

 •  Alongside decentralisation and decarbonisa-

tion, democratisation of the energy system, 

achieved by scaling up renewables by means of 

local energy models such as cooperatives and 

municipal plants, would create local economic 

resilience based on trust and solidarity between 

citizens, as well as all the other actors involved. 

In order to make sure this happens, we need 

well-designed renewable energy laws and 

bylaws to create a favourable legislative frame-

work enabling local projects, cooperatives and 

public facilities (hospitals and schools) to invest 

in renewable energy. Historical experience 

shows us that it was our collective action that 

enabled us to progress as we have on the local 

level: in schools, in hospitals and in advancing 

local economic units as a source of jobs and 

revenue. 

 •  Democratic energy governance that allows  

citizens, communities and local project benefi-

ciaries to play a key role in the entire decision-

making and operational process by becoming 

an integral part of the ownership structures 

would strengthen the pillars of good govern-

ance itself. Civic participation and ownership 

would ensure allocative efficiency of pub-

lic resources and long-term stability of the 

energy sector. 

It‘s EU’s responsibility to address 

energy poverty and ensure a fair 

energy transition
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But what about...

...the fact that the transition towards renewables in 

many countries lacks adequate policies to enable a 

democratic, just and inclusive transition? How can 

we ensure energy democracy with the transition 

towards renewables?

The way forward: Bottom-up energy  

transition

 •  If there are no functioning governance structu-

res in place, front runners should try to create 

favourable conditions for a participatory tran-

sition on the ground, with the support of local, 

regional, national and international partners. 

Several cases throughout CEE and SEE show 

that this can be successfully carried out, with 

communities establishing participatory renew-

able energy generation projects, despite being 

hindered by an inadequate or poorly imple-

mented legal framework. Thus, the local energy 

transition can even contribute to a positive so-

cietal change towards accountable institutions 

and governance structures, and shared benefits. 

There are some cases where energy transition 

has meant the installation of massive photovol-

taic plants and wind farms, funded by foreign 

capital that enjoys financial incentives from the 

national government, but that has not necessa-

rily been tantamount to a just transition when 

it comes to jobs and benefits for all. 

 •  In order to ensure energy transition is also 

accompanied by energy democracy, these cases 

would require policies and an environment that 

enables the democratic inclusion of the citi-

zens. Only then could we refer to this as a just 

transition. This not only means participation in 

decision-making processes, but also in the ow-

nership structures of the power units, as pro-

sumers, and as investors in energy cooperatives 

and other local energy projects. It is this idea of 

energy democracy that breathes hope into the 

ongoing energy transition. We need to create a 

sustainable energy landscape within the plane-

tary boundaries and at the same time integrate 

social justice and solidarity as the main pillars of 

our new energy policies.

But what about... 

…the different attitudes towards renewable energy 

projects? Some citizens or community groups may 

be interested in renewables because of the econo-

mic viability, others because of the environmental 

benefits, and some may not be interested at all. 

What decisions need to be made and steps taken to 

ensure that the energy transition is brought about 

in a democratic manner?

The way forward: An inclusive, just transition

 •  Inclusive processes with all societal groups and 

organisations on board, especially trade unions 

which call for the strategic planning of jobs 

transitioning, securing resources through transi-

tion funds, and sustainable and innovative solu-

tions for the utilisation of advanced renewables 

can pave the way for a just transition. 

 •  As democratisation of the energy system is 

measured by the share of energy produced by 

individuals and energy cooperatives, the suc-

cess of our collective energy society should be 

measured by the level of interconnectedness in 

a diverse, mainly decentralised and decarboni-

sed system where we all cooperate to provide 

mutual benefits for everyone. 

 •  One of the most important tasks to ensure a 

democratic energy transition should be an in-

formation and awareness campaign. Ever-

yone has to be informed about the challenges 

of using fossil fuels and the severe impact they 

have on our environment, our health and, due 

to stranded assets, our economic prospects. 

We all need to be aware of the real price we 

pay for fossil fuels. This is something that can 

be seen more clearly if we deduct all subsidies 

and tax exemptions and reliefs from the final 

price we are currently paying for our electricity. 

Workers and businesses need to know about 

the benefits of moving into renewables, while 

also being aware of the risks of not doing so. 

Besides information dissemination and transpa-

rency, various different tools, such as just tran-

sition funds and compensation policies are also 

needed to secure support from different groups 

to make transition possible. This transition is 

after all not meant to change our lives, but 

to protect the life we have today, inclu-

ding saving our jobs. There are, after all, no 

jobs on a dead planet.

 •  Various positive examples have shown that this 

is possible if the actors involved have access to 

adequate information and act jointly in when it 

comes to defining their energy future.

 

But what about... 

… concerns that the energy democratisation pro-

cess that was facilitated by scaling up renewables 

might challenge the stability of the national grid, 

and be too costly? 

The way forward: Flexibility and cooperation

 •  Investing in energy storage and balancing 

systems is instrumental in increasing the use of 

renewable energy and accelerating the energy 

transition. Prices are falling, and it is now more 

feasible than ever to expand and interconnect 

grids to create more capacity, as well as impro-

ve flexibility (through cross-border interconnec-

tors). This, in turn, allows for regional integ-

ration of the energy market and growth in 

renewable energy production. The expansion 

of grids and decentralisation of electricity 

generation are thus not conflicting ideas. 

Innovative technologies such as smart grids and 
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meters are more advanced than ever before 

and are becoming affordable, bottom-up ways 

of accelerating the energy transformation. 

 •  Some years ago the EU pledged to replace 

at least 80 per cent of electricity meters with 

smart meters by 2020 with a view to creating 

an infrastructure for renewable energy, redu-

cing emissions by up to nine per cent and pro-

viding households with energy savings due to 

reduced and better planned consumption. Since 

the majority of countries met this objective, 

they are now in the process of setting targets 

for 2030.9 With the support of the EU and the 

Energy Community, similar initiatives are al- 

ready taking place in the Western Balkans. 

Montenegro, for instance, is one of the Euro-

pean leaders in the move to introduce smart 

metering and smart grids with a grant provided 

by EBRD.10 

But what about...

…fair access and the discrepancies in natural en-

dowments of renewable energy resources among 

communities, countries and regions, which deter-

mine the level of optimal renewable energy pro-

duction and consumption? 

The way forward: Benefits accessible to all

 •  Making the idea of connectedness part of the 

energy system, considering the possibility of 

sharing the responsibility for production, trans-

mission and distribution of power is something 

that is essential for countries, communities and 

regions to enjoy fair access to the benefits of 

renewable energy, regardless of the discrepan-

cies in natural endowments. Moreover, fossil 

fuels are much more unevenly geographi-

cally distributed, while renewables are, to a 

certain extent, available in every country and ev-

ery region (with only minor regional disparities). 

 •  It is therefore time to make renewables part 

of daily economic processes and shared cultu-

ral behaviour again. The history of solar and 

wind power stretches back to long before coal. 

They are, in fact, among the very first energy 

sources ever to be captured by human-

ity, today serving as tourist attractions (e.g. 

windmills in Spain and the Netherlands; fulling 

mills in the countries of the former Yugoslavia, 

Ukraine and Russia). 

 •  With an adequately integrated and connected 

renewable energy infrastructure, the benefits 

will be equally accessible to all. 

But what about...

…the access to energy for the many households 

living in remote rural areas that are not connected 

to the grid and could not afford to do so, even 

if they were given the opportunity through grid 

expansion or the provision of free-of-charge solar 

panels for their rooftops? 

The way forward: No one left behind

 •  Energy access for all is at the heart of 

eradicating extreme poverty and something 

that governments need to guarantee for all 

small communities in rural areas. As solar- 

powered off-grid and mini-grid systems are 

much cheaper, scalable and faster solutions, 

they also prove useful in rural areas where 

energy losses could be high. Leveraging renew-

able energy will thus contribute to mitigating 

the negative impact of the climate crisis on 

poverty and inequality in these areas, while ac-

commodating advanced technological solutions 

that will enable universal access at a fair share 

of the cost. This ensures that »no one is left be-

hind«: one of the main objectives of an energy-

coherent society built on the basis of mutual 

cooperation, solidarity and trust.

But what about...

…the possibility that an energy sector dominated 

by renewables might, as part of the critical infra-

structure, be at risk in terms of cybersecurity? 

The way forward: Diversification

 •  Decentralisation and digitalisation of the 

energy system are key conditions for ensuring 

security in the energy sector. Reducing the power 

of monopolistic or oligopolistic structures is 

only possible through integrating renewables, 

as well as information sharing and cooperation 

between countries and different market actors. 

This can be enabled through digital solutions 

such as smart grids, which ensure a stable and 

secure power supply. Moreover, decentralised 

generation diversifies the risks of cyber- 

attack: A highly centralised system is much 

more vulnerable because it depends on the ge-

neration of just a few key production facilities. 

In an energy democracy, citizens as prosumers 

play a key role in defining both the demand 

and supply side and, together with the state 

and other actors, set the institutional »rules of 

the game« and define the decision-making pro-

cesses, resource allocation and security. This is 

further supported by EU institutions and NATO 

bodies where energy is a key element of secu-

rity and is treated accordingly. 
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Part II: Renewable energy  
helps us to achieve affordable 

access to cheap and reliable 
energy for all: whether workers,  

consumers or businesses

Renewable energy11 is a climate-smart solution that 

ultimately benefits everybody. Renewable energy 

sources also have the potential to fight pover-

ty and inequality. In many regions of the world, 

access to stable and cheap energy, particularly elec-

tricity, is still a privilege. A decentralised renewable 

energy infrastructure integrated into local added-

value chains has the potential to electrify remote 

rural areas, bring cheap energy to the citizens, and 

benefit local businesses. Energy cooperatives can 

also empower local communities and democratise 

energy as outlined in the last section. 

 Investors and businesses will benefit in the long run. 

1.  First, unlike fossil energy sources, which have 

high running costs, the cost of producing an  

additional unit of renewable electricity is close  

to zero, meaning that businesses will save on en- 

ergy costs once the renewable energy infrastruc-

ture is in place.12 

2.  Furthermore, the scaling-up of the renewable 

energy infrastructure generates new investment 

opportunities with modest but stable returns. 

3.  Even in times of economic crisis, investments in 

infrastructure-related services are a safe haven 

provided a suitable legislative framework is in 

place to enable this investment. This makes them 

particularly appealing to institutional investors, 

such as pension funds, which are constantly on 

the lookout for safe returns, especially when we 

consider the constantly low interest rates that 

have prevailed around the globe over the last 

ten years. 

Thus, there is a unique window of opportunity for 

decentralised projects to become front runners 

with the support of, e.g. international partners, if a 

favourable legislative framework is in place 

 •  Consumers will also benefit from falling and 

more predictable energy prices. Furthermore, 

consumers will also enjoy more energy secu-

rity since the dependence on coal, oil and gas 

decreases as the renewable energy infrastruc-

ture is scaled up. This is because most countries 

import fossil energy sources, which means they 

are tied to global market price fluctuations and 

supply shortages. Consumers might even be-

come energy producers or prosumers themsel-

ves. For instance, they can generate electricity 

through low-cost PV panels and either use the 

electricity they produce or feed it directly into 

the grid. 

 •  With regard to workers, rolling out the rene-

wable energy infrastructure is going to gene-

rate more jobs. New jobs are also being created 

because wind farms, PV panels and a more 

decentralised grid all require maintenance. 

Furthermore, jobs in the renewable energy 

sector have the potential to be healthier 

and safer provided that workers have suitable 

training. The key question, however, is how to 

support workers who are currently employed 

in the fossil energy sector and its supply chain, 

e.g. coal mining. The question of jobs and how 

to help workers transition has been discussed in 

depth in Chapter 2.

 •  Renewables contribute to social convergence 

and to ensuring that fundamental rights and 

freedoms once again underpin policy decisions, 

including energy-related ones. Besides protec-

ting our right to clean air and an environment 

that is not harmful to our health, renewables 

also enable horizontal resources management 

that provides greater autonomy for every 

member of society. Involving citizens instead of 

sticking with the existing top-down structures 

in thermal power plants, for instance, improves 

gender equality and equality in general. Recent 

data on gender representation in the energy 

sector workforce shows that female workers 

have ten per cent more representation in the 

renewable energy sector compared to the oil 

and gas sector. The actual figure of 32 per cent 

is still far from equal representation, but the 

trend is moving in the right direction, which is a 

very promising development.13 This will enable 

an understanding of the gender perspective 

and ensure gender mainstreaming in the sector 

and thus take into account the particular con-

cerns that women face in underprivileged so-

cietal groups meaning they and are much more 

affected by the climate crisis and the externali-

ties arising from coal-intensive sectors (such as 

water shortage, air pollution etc).

But what about…

...the technological challenges? How can we make 

sure that we always have a safe and stable energy 

supply even though energy production from renew- 

ables like sun and wind constantly fluctuates?

The way forward: Storage and  

interconnectivity

 •  Electricity generation from renewable sources 

is fundamentally different to the current sys-

tem of fossil fuel generation, which is heavily 

centralised. Changes in the weather can lead 

to fluctuations in the grid and long, cold win-

ters might leave us with a supply shortage. It is 

therefore very likely that, in the medium term, 

we will have to rely on small, decentralised 

back-up units powered by natural gas, biogas 

or pump storage hydro. These units will also 

have to be designed and distributed through-

out the energy grid so that they can be easily 

refitted to run on green synthetic gas as the 

back-up option in the long run.

 

The technologies and solutions we need to tackle 

the issues of stability and reliability in fact do  

already exist:

 •  Decentralised power storage units will 

allow us to store excess electricity to counter 

short-term fluctuations. Other efficient storage 

technologies are already available today—from 

mechanical solutions such as pump storage, to 

batteries and the production of synthetic gas. 

Using excess energy to produce synthetic gas 

allows us to store energy for a longer time period. 

And this is how we can make sure we don‘t run 

out of power, even during the long, dark, cold 

winters. 

 •  Digital technologies provide us with the tools 

for efficient and automated management of 

the energy grid, which increases stability by 
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better coordinating supply and demand of  

electricity.

 •  Further integration of national grids be-

tween countries allow us to allocate electricity 

across an entire continent. This interconnec-

tivity is already in place within the European 

Network of Transmission System Operators for 

Electricity. This means, for example, that if the 

sun is shining in Spain while demand is highest 

in Slovakia, the supply in the former can meet 

the demand in the latter. Consequently, we will 

need less storage capacity for renewables to 

keep the system stable. The Energy Union (as 

a strategy) and the Energy Community (as an 

international organisation) have also created 

a legal framework and key milestones for the 

energy transition in the power sector of EU 

candidate and non-EU countries in Europe. 

 •  The possibility of decentralised generation 

of renewable energies turns consumers into 

energy citizens. Communities can run their 

own wind farms and families can install their 

own solar photovoltaic systems. This energy 

independence increases acceptance of the 

energy transition by creating ownership. It can 

also mobilise funding for the expansion of the 

infrastructure if local communities reap the be-

nefits of feeding the energy back into the grid 

directly. Last, but not least, as energy citizens 

we will be much more connected to the energy 

system and its consequences, and we be much 

more careful when deciding on our energy de-

mands and overall consumption. To make this 

happen, however, the adequate governance 

framework needs to be in place, ensuring 

that local and decentralised initiatives do 

not play second fiddle to large corpora-

tions or developers.

But what about...

…the costs of scaling up renewables? How can we 

make sure that the rollout of the infrastructure 

does not drive up electricity prices or harm the 

competitiveness of industry and that it does not 

increase the burden on households with low and 

insufficient income?

The way forward: Falling prices,  

increasing benefits

The question of how prices are going to be affec-

ted depends on how the energy transition is go-

verned. In the next few points, we will look at the 

German example and draw some lessons learned. 

Germany was one of the front runners and there-

fore provides us with valuable insights that we can 

learn from.

 •  To begin with, it is important to acknowledge 

that, in Germany, electricity prices for house-

holds and many small and medium-sized en- 

terprises have doubled since the introduction  

of the German Renewable Energy Sources Act 

in 2000. Poorer households in particular were 

hit disproportionally hard because electricity 

costs make up a bigger share of their dispos-

able income.

 •  One of the reasons for this, in a nutshell, is that 

the rollout of renewables was financed by gua-

ranteeing fixed feed-in tariffs for green elec- 

tricity. The difference between the spot market 

price of electricity and the guaranteed tariff 

was then passed on to consumers and small 

and medium-sized enterprises in the form of 

a surcharge for renewables on their electricity 

bills. This was immensely effective when it came 

to scaling up renewables, but it came at the 

aforementioned cost of a greater burden on 

households with low and insufficient income.

 •  However, this only explains part of the price 

increase. Electricity prices are also subject to 

several other taxes and fees that subsequently 

increased. Furthermore, large consumers of 

electricity, such as energy-intensive in-

dustries, were exempt from the surcharge 

for renewables, leaving all other users with a 

higher burden. In the last few years, however, 

the surcharge has been decreased.

 •  Moreover, fossil energy sources and nuclear 

energy have been subsidised by govern-

ments for decades—only this does not show 

up on our electricity bill because it is paid for 

from overall tax revenues. This means that, in 

the past, electricity prices have never reflected 

the true costs of fossil-based power genera-

tion. Environmentally harmful subsidies for the 

German energy sectors amounted to about 17 

billion euros per year in 2019. Thus, renewables 

are often blamed only because they are not 

subsidised in the same way as their fossil coun-

terparts. Rechannelling these environmen-

tally harmful subsidies frees up funds in 

state budgets, either for infrastructure invest-

ments or to fund a just transition for those 

employed in the conventional energy sector.

 •  In addition, the price of fossil-based elec-

tricity or fossil fuels do not account for 

the external costs, e.g. the impacts of global 

heating, and subsequent costs, such as environ-

mental degradation or the storage of nuclear 

waste. If these were factored into the calcula- 

tion, we would have a more realistic picture 

and renewable energy sources would be competi- 

tive. Just because the environmentally harmful 

effects kick in with a time lag, does not mean 

that we should neglect to factor them into our 

calculation today and simply pass them on to 

future generations. 

 •  Today, scaling up renewables is much chea-

per than it used to be. Early movers like 

Germany helped to create a market for renew- 

ables, enabling further research and develop-

ment as well as economies of scale through 

mass production. As a result, today´s wind tur-

bines and solar photovoltaic panels are much 

cheaper than they were in the past and a roll-

out much easier than it was in the pioneering 

days. Countries such as Ethiopia and Morocco 

have recently proven that scaling up renew- 

ables is possible without increases in electricity 

prices.

 •  In addition, there is evidence that many coal 

power plants are actually not profitable anymore 

and are going to end up as stranded assets 

if they are not subsidised by the state to pay 

the operators profit margin. And this not only 

applies to old installations. For example, as a 

result of a shareholder lawsuit in Poland it was 

found that the company planning to build a 

new coal power plant had failed to demonstrate 

how that plant could be operated at a profit, 

ultimately leading them to abandon the pro-

ject. This is also an important issue for non-EU 

countries, especially for accession candidates: 

Even though the EU’s carbon pricing mecha-

nism ETS does not yet apply to them, they have 

to consider it today before making long-term 

investments into energy infrastructure. More-

over, state subsidies for fossil generation might 

be classified as illegal state aid according to 

European Energy Law, which leads to non-com-

pliance with accession requirements. Once a 

country has joined the EU, such violation of EU 

law could even result in them being forced to 

decommission facilities. In addition, the current 

discussions on the EU level regarding carbon 

border tax adjustments (as discussed in Chapter 

2, page 45) have to be considered in terms of 

the long-term competitiveness of energy ex-

ports and exports of energy-intensive products 

to the European Union. 

 •  When it comes to the competitiveness of busi- 

nesses it is important to keep in mind that not 

all companies are subject to international com-

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/German_Renewable_Energy_Sources_Act
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petition where energy price differentials in pro-

duction costs come into play. Moreover, electri-

city costs are just one of many cost factors 

influencing the competitiveness of businesses. 

Proximity to markets, transport costs, overall 

productivity, etc. also have to be factored into 

the calculation.

 •  In the end, the question of how the rollout of 

renewables affects electricity prices is down 

to governance, i.e. how the process is carried 

out, rather than if. In order to keep electricity 

prices in check, the rollout of the renewable 

energy infrastructure can be subsidised by the 

state. This can either be in the form of direct 

subsidies, i.e. by granting cheap loans, or by 

vouching for private investment. In the past, 

these options were often problematic due to 

the European Union‘s strict state aid rules. In 

the framework of the European Green Deal, 

however, the rules for the rollout of the renew-

able energy infrastructure are up for revision. 

Furthermore, the European Commission aims to 

mobilise a trillion euros over the next ten years, 

part of which is to help member states upgrade 

their energy systems. This is a real window of 

opportunity, also for transition economies.

 •  Finally, households with low and insufficient 

income can receive help to cover their energy 

bills if rising electricity costs are unavoidable 

while the new infrastructure is being put in 

place. Social problems need to be fixed with so-

cial policy instruments rather than putting the 

blame on the energy transition.

But what about...

...the jobs in the fossil energy sector? How can we 

make sure that these workers are not left behind?

The way forward: Mobilising for a 

just transition

 •  To begin with, it is important to recognise that 

most of the structural change, particularly in 

the coal sector, has already happened. Tech-

nological advancement and automation 

have contributed to a dramatic decline in 

the need for workers in the sector and thus 

also the actual number of people employed in 

mining and burning coal. A socially just trans-

formation of the energy sector would certainly 

result in sustainable solutions by providing 

sustainable jobs at the same time (the employ-

ment dimension is explored in detail in Chapter 

2).

 •  It is also worth emphasising that jobs in coal 

mining or in coal-fired power plants were 

never very attractive in the first place. It 

was (and sometimes still is) hazardous and very 

strenuous work—this is why miners in particu-

lar started to organise at a very early stage of 

industrialisation. Despite the fact that, after a 

decade of struggles, trade unions ultimately 

succeeded in improving working conditions 

considerably, for example in terms of wages 

and pensions, many miners never ended up 

with a peaceful retirement because they died 

in underground accidents, from »black lung 

disease« or cancer.14 Thus, many coal miners 

wished one thing for their children: that they 

could find better jobs in other sectors that did 

not ruin their health. 

 •  That said, mobilisation is needed for this 

just transition for workers in the energy sec-

tor. The transition will not happen on its own. 

Trade unions have a history of cooperating with 

social democratic parties when it comes to im-

proving workers’ rights. Here too, they should 

act together in order to ensure that this new 

industrial revolution can become a catalyst for 

the workers’ movement. Chapter 2 elaborates 

on instruments for a just transition for workers 

which could form the basis of a progressive 

agenda.

 •  Beyond rather technocratic policy proposals, 

progressive actors must incorporate the 

heritage of the fossil-powered civilisation 

into their narratives. The workers’ movement 

originated in the industrial revolution, forming 

around heavy industry and mining. A convin-

cing narrative honours the workers contribution 

to civilisational progress and does not blame 

them for polluting the planet. However, it must 

also make clear that the fossil-fuel civilisation is 

coming to an end. Just as much as we need col-

lective action to phase in a sustainable future 

for all, to phase out fossil energy, we also need 

solidarity with those whose livelihoods depend 

on it.

 •  Thus, the key to harnessing the benefits of 

renewable energies lies in rapidly scaling them 

up, along with the necessary distribution and 

transmission networks, storage backup and 

smart demand-side management. With enough 

renewable energy installations we can avoid 

running into problems with stability and re-

liability. Furthermore, by swiftly switching to 

renewables we avoid having to run the old 

centralised fossil-fuelled system alongside the 

new, decentralised grid. This brings down costs 

because it is more efficient. For transition or 

developing economies that still have growing 

energy demand, not only does this rollout have 

to keep pace with increasing demand, it also 

has to ensure that fossil-fuelled power plants 

are subsequently replaced. To make this transi-

tion successful for workers we need solidarity 

and collective action. 
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Part III: Renewable energy  
policies can help us mitigate 

and adapt to the climate crisis

 •  As renewable energy is proving to be a win-

win-win solution for our economic prospects, 

our social stability and for democratic govern-

ance, it also remains a key instrument for en-

vironmental compatibility. Increasing the use of 

wind, biomass and solar power while displacing 

fossil fuels, which account for 60-70 per cent of 

electricity production worldwide,15 is the cor-

nerstone of climate mitigation actions and 

reducing greenhouse gas emissions (GHG)s. 

 •  At the same time leveraging renewable energy 

allows for climate adaptation of the energy 

sector and other energy-intensive industries 

that will be significantly affected by the climate 

crisis. For instance, water shortage is becoming 

a real problem for many countries and thus 

presents a real threat to hydroelectric power 

plants used to balance energy demand and sup-

ply. Equally important is the problem of a lack 

of cooling water for large fossil and nuclear 

power plants. There is a way for us to adjust to 

these problems: We need to proceed with a just 

transition and make renewables our dominant 

source of energy. 

 •  The debate on the climate crisis has been fo-

cused on the topic of security and the threat 

of possible conflict due to scarcity of resources 

including water, energy shortages and disrup- 

tions, as well as migration trends. What is often 

forgotten is that when renewable energy is 

used properly to meet the needs of a certain 

country or region, in other words, used in an 

affordable and reliable way, the reason for 

disputes over natural resources like fossil fuels 

disappears. As a result fossil resources stay  

where they belong: in the ground. 

 •  Citizens with rooftop solar panels become more 

environmentally aware and enjoy the first-hand 

benefits of sustainable solutions: protecting 

their immediate surroundings from GHGs while 

at the same time becoming an important factor 

in the entire production chain through their 

role as prosumers. 

But what about…

...the minimal, but nevertheless real environmental 

harm caused by wind and solar energy? 

The way forward: The old, the new, the future

 •  Every form of energy conversion (or »genera-

tion«) interferes with nature and has »unna-

tural« side effects. But some technologies are 

more harmful—and some less so. Renewable 

technologies such as wind turbines and solar 

panels are the most climate compatible solu-

tions to generating electricity and energy in 

general. They are not completely pollution-

free due to the production process. But so far, 

they are the most neutral solutions that we 

have. Compared to the burning of fossil 

fuels—including natural gas—or the use of 

nuclear energy with its multiple harmful 

consequences for our health and the natu-

ral environment, they are undoubtedly the 

better solution. 

 •  Solutions such as green hydrogen technology 

are now also being developed to respond to 

the aforementioned challenges emerging du-

ring different industrial processes, including the 

process of manufacturing solar photovoltaic. It 

is anticipated that this issue will be completely 

solved in the long run (2030-2050). 

 •  Progress has also been made in terms of redu-

cing the noise of wind turbines and mitigating 

the negative effects for migrating birds. The 

life span of solar panels has been extended and 

their size reduced, so they now take up less 

space and use fewer resources.

 •  Let us also not lose sight of the damage to the 

environment and our health caused by coal 

mines not to mention lignite open pits that can 

in no way be compared to the minimal side ef-

fects caused by renewables. Whole villages and 

landscapes where turned upside down; peo-

ple lost their land and had to resettle. Water 

pumps need to run to keep coal mines from col-

lapsing—forever. And the ground water level 

is severely affected by open pits being flooded. 

With all its pros and cons, renewable energy is 

the only way that humankind can tackle global 

heating that it has influenced so heavily, both 

in terms of mitigation and adaptation. More 

investment in solar, wind and biomass is also 

needed due to the impact of the climate crisis 

on water scarcity in many countries and re-

gions. Exacerbated water levels will mean that 

hydroelectric power will not be as reliable as 

it used to be. Moreover, this depends on the 

magnitude of the climate crisis, which can be 

significantly mitigated with the expansion of 

renewables, which, in turn, would ensure avail-

ability of drinking water in the coming years.

But what about…

...the opinions sometimes heard expressed in SEE 

that all this climate awareness-raising and promo-

tion of renewables is just about providing a market 

for big solar and wind turbine producers like  

Germany?

The way forward: Leapfrogging

 •  The climate crisis is real and not up for debate. 

What we need here is to ensure the best pos-

sible use of the tools of democracy to enable a 

socially just energy transition towards renew-

ables that will benefit all. Those who fail to 

recognise the correlation between the climate 

crisis and social justice today will bear the same 

responsibility as those who deny global hea-

ting (see Chapter 1, page 18f). Furthermore, in 

response to the concern that the promotion of 

renewables is part of the market strategy of big 

solar and wind turbine producers, like Germany, 

we should not forget the added value for deve-

loping economies entering the production  

and supply chain, as can already be seen in 

the automotive sector today, for instance (see 

Chapter 2, page 48).

But what about…

... promoting renewable energy, when investing 

in renewable energy sources itself is not enough 

to combat the risks arising from the climate crisis, 

if there are no adequate parallel measures such as 

energy efficiency to prevent further rising demand?

The way forward: Reducing consumption 

trumps energy efficiency

 •  Renewables are inherently more energy-effi-

cient sources. However, it is also true that, par-

allel to the shift towards them, investment in 

energy efficiency is needed to reduce energy 

demand. Reducing the absolute amount of 

energy consumption by implementing holistic 

structural changes in order to minimise energy 

demand in all sectors should be accompanied 

by the use of the most energy-efficient techno-

logies. This investment itself will be a source 

of new jobs that will additionally benefit the 

economy in the long run (see Chapter 2,  

page 37).

But what about...

...the fact that many countries implementing energy 

transition concepts are wealthy economies with 

enormous technological, economic and financial 

potential? Their situation is totally different to that 

of the majority of countries in CEE and SEE? 



82 – 4 A Socially Just Energy Transformation 4 A Socially Just Energy Transformation – 83

The way forward: Also a trend in the  

Global South

 •  Most countries in Eastern and Southeast Europe 

have a significantly higher potential for solar 

and wind than, for example, Germany. This can 

already be used cost efficiently today. 

 •  Renewable technologies, especially wind and 

solar, are affordable, not exactly rocket sci-

ence and are already being used successfully 

worldwide. No wonder an increasing number 

of developing countries such as Morocco are 

pushing for an energy transition; and no won-

der strategic players such as China are focusing 

their innovative and production potential on 

the generation and production of renewables. 

But what about…

...the fact that renewable energy is dependent on 

weather conditions rather than the actual energy 

demand? 

The way forward: Even more stability

 •  If energy production mainly relies on renew-

ables, energy security is no more of a concern 

than the previous security challenges posed 

by conventional energy sources. In fact, energy 

security is already at risk due to the critical 

operation of conventional, centralised energy 

production. It is not possible to predict when a 

coal-fired or nuclear plant will have to be shut 

down for critical maintenance. And the con- 

sequences of this in a centralised system with 

fewer facilities are far more severe. Not to men- 

tion the fact that most countries are highly de-

pendent on the import of fossil energy resour- 

ces such as oil and gas. This makes their energy 

system vulnerable to market price development 

and political instability in exporting countries. 

 •  Admittedly, the flow of renewable sources is 

variable. But we mostly know when it is going 

to be sunny or windy and science allows us to 

make accurate and timely predictions. In com-

bination with innovative technologies such as 

smart meters and grids, the energy flow is 

more secure and stable than ever. 

 •  Additionally, if there is adequate storage ca-

pacity and functioning regional integration of 

power networks, natural changes can be dealt 

with without having to fear a blackout. The 

reliability of the electricity grid in Germany has 

not suffered, despite the fact that RES reached 

a share of over 40 per cent of electricity produc-

tion in 2019. Research studies and even analyses 

conducted by transmission system operators 

have shown that in many countries an electri-

city system run on 100 per cent renewables is 

already feasible.

Part IV: Health protection and 
quality of healthcare as self-

evident benefits of renewables 

1.  Health protection, for our children and for our-

selves is one of the most valuable advantages of 

a future based on renewable energy. First and 

foremost, renewables will significantly reduce 

air pollution and save up to seven million 

lives a year worldwide, including children, 

who are victims of premature deaths as a result 

of air pollution (see also Chapter 5, page 90).16 

While also being the biggest industrial source of 

arsenic and mercury in the air, the small par-

ticle (PM 2.5) emissions from coal-fired power 

plants, which are known to cause cardiovascular 

diseases, can travel over 1,000 km. Furthermore, 

the considerable resources in the public health 

system dedicated to treating respiratory diseases 

caused by pollution could be reallocated and 

used for other purposes, such as free healthcare 

for children. Renewable energy has the poten-

tial to bring an end to serious smog problems in 

many urban areas. Since research suggests that 

household heating and industrial activities along 

with transport are the main sources of emissions, 

replacing the coal-based plants with renewables 

will help clean up the air in big cities and reduce 

the presence of smog. 

2.  During the Covid-19 pandemic, many studies 

found that people who had been exposed to air 

pollution were much more likely to be in a risk 

group and would thus suffer more should they 

contract the virus than those living in areas with 

little pollution. 

3.  Coal ash—the waste from burning coal—also 

contains highly toxic heavy metals, which can cause 

cancer and diseases of the nervous system. Becau-

se coal ash is often not adequately disposed of, it 

contaminates surface and ground water.

 •  Numerous environmental catastrophes and 

substantial human suffering have been caused 

by oil spills. We are all familiar with the images 

of contaminated farmland or dying seabirds. 

While this is a well-known phenomenon, the 

risks of comparatively new fossil fuel techno-

logies, such as fracking, are only now becoming 

increasingly apparent.

 •  Compared to the coal mining jobs that are 

known as high risk and have severe health 

implications, mostly experienced at a later age, 

jobs in the renewable sector provide high 

health and safety at work standards (see also 

Chapter 2, page 28).

But what about…

...the suggestion that the level of air pollution  

and smog in certain cities or areas is influenced by  

weather and climate conditions which are predeter-

mined by geographical location and nature? 

The way forward: Cleaning up the air

 •  While natural weather and climate conditions 

do affect the level of air pollution and smog, 

it is mainly the large amounts of fossil fuel 

burning in the energy, transport and construc-

tion industry with the addition of wood in the 

heating sector that create externalities, which 

have a huge impact on our health and the en-

vironment. In the case of Skopje, for example, 

it is true that the city is located in a valley and 

has less ventilation during the winter. But it is 

also true that pollution rates are skyrocketing 

in urban areas where population density is 

higher, creating »favourable« conditions for a 

higher concentration of airborne particles and a 

higher chance of pollution. There are a number 

of similar cases where self-sustainable renew-

able energy areas have been created that are 

proving capable of changing the direction of 

developments. These positive examples are  

RENEWABLE ENERGIES ALREADY 

COVER 40% – LET‘S SPEED UP TO 100%
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serving as a roadmap for others to follow, 

demonstrating how to maximise the key bene-

fits of combining the natural endowments and 

technological advancements that our genera-

tion has access to. For example, helped by EU 

funding and local innovative spirit, the small 

city of Koprivnica in Croatia is becoming a 

recognised leader in sustainable development 

throughout Europe. What makes this particular 

Croatian city unique is its integrated policies of 

social and ecological urban development, where 

energy challenges are considered together with 

poverty and other issues faced by marginalised 

groups.

 

But what about…

...the concerns that renewables might not improve 

our quality of life or might even challenge it further 

due to disproportionate distribution of benefits.

The way forward: Fostering social progress

 •  The strong link between renewable energy and 

human development is supported by an IRENA 

study which shows a four per cent increase in 

human welfare, an indicator that relates directly 

to quality of life. Moreover, ambitious renew-

able energy policies will support the strong 

existing movements, such as the »Barefoot 

College« in India, which aim to tackle energy 

poverty and improve the quality of life and 

health of children and women in many commu-

nities. Decentralised renewable energy coupled 

with current technological advancements can 

improve access to clean and drinkable water in 

remote areas through water pumping, pro-

duction and delivery both for households and 

irrigation, thus impacting food security as well. 

 •  Furthermore, as the focus of security questions 

is shifting to non-conventional and resource-

driven conflicts, leveraging renewables would 

undoubtedly also help us to overcome certain 
•  Would we have achieved democracy as we 

know it today without holding elections or 

introducing certain complex voting procedures, 

or if voting had been limited to certain groups? 

Most certainly not. To democratise the energy 

system, we also need to simplify the procedu-

res for small-scale investment in renewable 

energy so that such investment is acces-

sible to everyone and leads towards an 

energy-cohesive society.

•  Solutions such as one-stop-shop application 

systems and simplified application procedures 

could encourage decentralised solar genera-

tion, particularly residential rooftop installa-

tions and could contribute to the main objec-

tives of the energy transition: environmental 

compatibility and socio-economic benefits 

for workers, citizens and businesses. Trans-

parency and good governance must be adhered 

to by state-owned energy companies, existing 

monopolies and oligopolies in certain countries. 

Energy policies should leave space for house-

holds and local energy projects. Best practices 

such as the example of the small German town 

of Wolfhagen, energy cooperatives and thou-

sands of individuals and small businesses in SEE 

show just how feasible this approach is under 

different conditions. Many of these initiatives 

and individuals are also willing to support pro-

gressive actors in their efforts to implement a 

just energy transition and define the future of 

our life on earth.

•  The European Union and the Energy Commu-

nity have shown great interest in supporting 

energy transition projects, as has the European 

Green Deal, which is a strong instrument for 

achieving a carbon-neutral continent. At the 

end of the day, political will is also an un-

tapped renewable resource that needs to 

be harnessed and utilised by progressive actors, 

ideally today.

 What are we striving for? 

security threats. In addition, by facilitating  

mitigation and adaptation measures, renew- 

ables will provide a response to specific climate 

challenges, such as climate-related migration 

and conflict. The lower the demand for oil, coal 

or gas, the more likely it is that conflicts related 

to fossil fuels will come to an end. 

 •  Last but not least, this would also change the 

geopolitical power structures and result in new 

areas of interest for powerful actors and a 

potential reallocation of conflicts. This is exactly 

why it is important that the move to a decarbo-

nised economy should only happen by means of 

a well-planned, structured and inclusive energy 

transformation conducted in a democratic and 

decentralised manner. 
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A mobility transformation provides tremendous op-
portunities to improve our quality of life. Given the 
sector’s continuously increasing CO2 emissions, a 
transformation is undoubtedly needed—and it is  
already happening, as hundreds of cities start to im-
plement smart and sustainable mobility concepts. 
These initiatives are making the lives of their citizens 
healthier, urban spaces greener and more community 
friendly, local economies stronger, people’s time  
management smarter, societies more just, and the  
environment cleaner for us and for the generations  
to come.

5 
A Socially 
Just Mobility 
Transformation

In this chapter, we will explore the 
topic of a mobility transformation 
from very different angles: We will 
start with the co-benefits of a mobi-
lity transformation for citizens and 
communities, looking at health be-
nefits (part I), liveable communities 
(part II) and social justice (part III). 

We will then take a look at the  
economic aspects of the mobility 
transition, focusing first on the 
co-benefits for the economy as a 
whole (part IV) and then on the car 
manufacturing industry, specifically 
(part V).

Good morning, we are collecting  
signatures to get a protected  
bicycle path on this road...  

Help! This girl wants to  
restrict our freedom!
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Part I: Sustainable mobility:  
Vital for a safe and healthy  

lifestyle 

 For us to be able live a healthy life today and in the 

future, our mobility systems have to be transfor-

med. There are five reasons for this: air pollution, 

traffic accidents, noise pollution, lack of exercise, 

and, last but not least, to limit the climate crisis.

 1.  Air pollution is the leading environmental 

health risk factor in the world, resulting in 

seven million premature deaths per year (see 

also Chapter 4, page 83).1 While larger toxic 

particles get stuck in our lungs, causing lung 

cancer, chronic obstructive pulmonary disease 

or respiratory infections, smaller particles reach 

our circulation, leading to strokes or heart 

attacks. Besides coal-fired power plants, trans-

port is one of the main sources of this health 

risk. In 2015, traffic was responsible for 11.4 

per cent of air pollution-related premature 

deaths, generating approximately one trillion 

dollars in health damages.2 It is not only Asia 

that urban populations are severely affected 

by heavy air pollution from transport: Many 

cities in Central and Eastern Europe »compete« 

for the dubious accolade of worst global air 

quality, especially in winter: From Warsaw to 

Almaty, our capitals are poisoned by smog, 

sometimes even preventing airplanes from 

landing because the runway is not visible. The 

global population is projected to rise to 9.7 

billion by 2050 and 70 per cent of these people 

are expected to live in urban areas. As a result, 

annual urban transport emissions are set 

to double,3 unless tough policies and measu-

res to curb transport emissions are taken. In 

light of these facts, we could ask ourselves why 

there are health warnings on every packet of 

cigarettes, but not on every car?

 2.  For us to breathe fresh air again, many good 

examples of replacing fossil fuel-based 

transport with healthy and sustainable 

alternatives simply need to be scaled up. 

A total of 800 examples of sustainable mo-

bility in European communities have been 

included in the »Civitas« project alone,4 and 

hundreds of new projects are presented each 

year during »European Mobility Week«, which 

is a superb source of inspiration.5 The pro-

jects range from the improvement of zero or 

low-emission public transport (underground 

railway, e-bus fleets, trains and trams, running 

on renewable power) to cycling networks 

(including safe bike lanes and bike highways, 

bike repair shops, secure bicycle garages or 

(cargo) bike rentals), to multimodality schemes 

providing a flexible combination of different 

transport types within one route (public trans-

port, bicycles and electric or hydrogen cars, 

which can be left securely at »park and ride« 

(P+R) facilities outside the city centre).6 City 

centres around the world are transformed 

into low emission or completely car-free 

zones, with the once car-centric city of Paris as 

one of the leading examples.7

 3.  The number of serious traffic accidents 

can also be lowered by a mobility transfor-

mation. A total of 70 per cent of people killed 

in traffic accidents on urban roads are »vulner-

able road users« such as pedestrians or cyc-

lists.8 This means that, once again, the weak- 

est members of our societies are most at 

risk—marginalised people commuting by bicy-

cle, weaving between SUVs, or elderly people 

crossing the road. We have become accusto-

med to living in cities where playgrounds are 

fenced in to prevent our children from being 

run over, rather than cars being »fenced in« 

to allow us to move freely. Fortunately, many 

countries have begun to address this problem, 

Poland being one of the leaders when it comes 

to reducing traffic accidents in urban areas.9

 4.  Noise pollution, a relevant health problem 

especially in densely populated metropolitan 

areas, is also significantly reduced by cycling 

and walking, or for longer distances resorting 

to public or individual e-mobility. 

 5.  In addition, instead of going to our expensive 

gyms by car, it is cheaper, and often even more 

effective to walk or cycle: »For most people, 

the easiest and most acceptable forms of phy-

sical activity are those that can be incorpora-

ted into everyday life. Examples include walk-

ing or cycling instead of travelling by car.«10 

Burning fat instead of burning fossil fuels 

helps to increase our life expectancy, by 

reducing the risks of cardiovascular problems 

or obesity, for example. 

 6.  Last but not least, a transformation of the 

mobility sector not only brings direct health 

benefits (such as not being run over), but also 

indirect health benefits by limiting the 

climate crisis (see also Chapter 1, page XX). 

The transport sector accounts for a quarter of 

all CO2 emissions in the EU. And it is the only 

sector in which emissions are still rising, 

rather than falling. Compared to 1990, the 

level of emissions in the sector have increased 

by 25 per cent.11 With cities being responsible 

for 70-75 per cent of global carbon emissions,12 

if we want to meet the essential climate goals, 

there is no way around intensive, targeted 

efforts to implement urban mobility trans-

formation. This is being made possible thanks 

to initiatives such as the »C40 Cities«, which 

brings together 16 networks and 96 climate-

ambitious cities worldwide, between them 

generating 25 per cent of global GDP, to help 

them replicate, improve and accelerate climate 

action in the field of mitigation, adaptation 

and sustainability. The project currently com-

prises an impressive 1,543 actions and measu-

res in the field of urban mass transport.13

But what about…

…the costs of redesigning urban mobility? Cities 

have been planned with individual car mobility in 

mind for decades.

The way forward: Mobility 

transformation pays off

1.  First, we need to take into account the costs 

caused by our current form of mobility—the cost 

to our healthcare systems, the costs caused by 

global heating (see Chapter 1, page XX) and of 

course the loss you can’t put a price on―the loss 

of lives.

2.  Second, sustainable infrastructure, such as bike 

lanes and pedestrian zones, are cheaper to build 

and to maintain than roads.

3.  Third, cities and communities can introduce poli-

cies to redistribute money from people who can 
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afford a car to make safe and convenient mobi-

lity affordable for everyone. Possibilities range 

from city tolls to higher parking fees, to fixed 

payments (or even auctions) for a permit to own 

a car. Permits purchased by car owners can also 

include the price for an annual public transport 

pass, to provide additional incentive not to drive 

in the city centre.

4.  Fourth, there are multiple external funding op-

tions, for example in the context of the EU Green 

New Deal. Again, the »European Mobility Week« 

initiative can be an inspirational starting point.14

But what about…

…the inadequate number of bike lanes, which do 

not provide a real mobility alternative?

The way forward: Shifting political priorities

 •  As hundreds of cities around the world 

show, a well-designed and extensive net-

work of bike lanes comes down to the priori-

tisation of the right policies by the local autho-

rities as well as smart urban mobility planning 

and management. 

 •  The number of cities creating new bike lanes in-

creased sharply during the Covid-19 crisis, when 

a growing number of citizens hauled their 

bicycles out of their cellars (as was the case in 

Georgia, for example) or bought new bikes 

(resulting in bikes being sold out in shops in 

Italy and the Netherlands), and started to cycle 

to work on deserted roads. Many cities quickly 

accommodated this behavioural change among 

their citizens by establishing »pop-up bicycle 

lanes«, with the city of Bogota a global trend-

setter in this regard.15 Some cities even turned 

»normal« roads into bicycle streets at almost no 

cost—simply by putting up a sign and spraying 

a symbol on the asphalt to indicate that the 

right-hand lane was now reserved for cyclists 

driving on the right side, and the left-hand lane 

for cyclists on the left.

 •  To reinforce this positive trend, cycling 

needs to be made convenient for every-

body. Studies from Denmark show that most 

cyclists opt to bike because it is a fast and easy 

means of transport, not because it is cheap.16 

Therefore, bike lanes have to be built according 

to three criteria: They need to be safe from 

(stationary and moving) cars, they need to be 

big enough for cyclists travelling at different 

speeds (i.e. a commuter overtaking a cargo 

bike), and they need to enable cyclists to reach 

their destination quickly. This can be made pos-

sible through more complex changes, such as 

the installation of bicycle highways or flyovers, 

or simply by programming traffic lights accor-

ding to the average speed of cyclists, instead of 

cars. 

But what about…

… the concern that we just aren’t ready for »multi-

modality«? The concept sounds good for integrat-

ing different modes of transport on one route that 

are tailored to individual mobility needs. But for 

some cities it still seems more like an unachievable 

utopia. 

The way forward: Learning from best practices

 •  Multimodality involves smart integration of 

different means of mobility—as alternatives to 

individual car transport—into a coordinated 

infrastructure, on one single journey. This is 

absolutely the way to go for sustainable mobi-

lity and is already practiced in numerous cities, 

including in Eastern Europe (Gdansk, Riga, 

Vilnius, Rostock and others17). Some of these 

cities have made available free apps for their 

citizens to plan their individual route using 

different modes of transport—public transport, 

carsharing, city bikes, bike lanes, walking. With 

an infrastructure that includes racks for bikes 

on buses/trains, enough bike parking spaces at 

train/bus stations, multimodality info points in 

public spaces, etc., multimodality can be the 

solution for urban travel in particular, but also 

for longer journeys.

But what about… 

…the volume of emissions caused by commercial 

vehicles, such as cargo ships or public buses? 

The way forward: Reducing emissions in every 

field of transport

 •  The fact that cargo ships are responsible for 

a significant proportion of the CO2 emissions 

produced in the transport sector means that 

they need to be more strictly regulated. Emis-

sions statistics show that such restrictions do 

reduce emissions. But this does not mean that 

we should not switch to more environmentally 

sustainable means of mobility in our urban and 

rural areas, such as trains running on renewable 

energy, etc. Ultimately, we inhale toxic exhaust 

fumes every day, no matter how high or low 

the level of cargo ship emissions. 

 •  Regarding the carbon footprint of public 

transport, it is true that close to 80 per cent of 

public bus fleets in Europe still run on diesel, 

with buses being the mainstay of public trans-

port worldwide (accounting for more than 80 

per cent of global public transport18). But the 

switch from diesel to biofuel or e-buses is well 

underway in hundreds of cities, including Paris, 

which plans to switch to a 100 per cent »green 

bus« fleet by 2025, and Berlin which is targe-

ting 2030, with the support of various financial 

subsidy schemes and initiatives.19 Moreover, a 

number of Central and Eastern European cities 

still operate electric »trolley bus« networks, 

which should be modernised so that it can form 

an integral part of a low-carbon public trans-

port network. 
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Part II: Sustainable mobility: 
Vital for urban development, 

public space and quality of life

Surveys show that cities with progressive sustain-

able mobility policies (such as Vienna, Munich,  

Amsterdam, Copenhagen or Prague, Warsaw,  

Vilnius and others in Central Europe) rank highest 

in the quality-of-life metrics, providing their  

citizens with the best environment and living  

conditions worldwide.20

There are two key ways of contributing to a better 

urban quality of life by focusing on mobility patterns: 

 1.  The first is to allocate more space for peo-

ple, and less space for cars, by upgrading 

existing urban structures. 

 •  Many citizens’ initiatives call for us to »reclaim 

our streets«,21 highlighting the mismatch 

between the urban space allocated for indivi-

dual cars, and the space available for everyone.22 

A typical carpark (and cars are actually parked 

for most of their operational lifespan) is 11 

m2 in size—just imagine how much space is 

constantly blocked by dead metal, most of the 

time without the car owners paying even a 

fraction of the average price per square metre 

for land in your city. Not to mention the dis-

proportional distribution of space allocated to 

streets on the one hand, and pavements, bike 

lanes and recreational areas on the other. This 

space should be converted into genuine 

»common ground«, used not only for trees 

and parks, which increases air quality and is the 

most effective way of lowering temperatures 

during a heat wave, but also to create more 

vibrant, liveable cities with more space for 

people to meet, talk and get to know each 

other, therefore contributing to more social 

cohesion and cooperation. 

 •  The basis for such a transformation of urban 

spaces is, in most cases, participatory deci-

sion-making processes, which strengthen ci-

tizens’ self-efficacy and community attachment 

(see also Chapters 6, page120, and 7, page 

135). It has, for example, proven very effective 

to convert streets into pedestrian zones or to 

introduce new bus routes, for a certain trial 

period or on certain days of the week, and 

then to let local residents vote on whether 

the change should be made permanent (which 

more often than not, they do). The transfor-

mation of New York’s famous Times Square 

from a congested traffic hub into a pedestrian 

zone started simply with some colourful fol-

ding chairs being placed there for a couple of 

months. Once a decision to limit or ban indivi-

dual transport has been taken, local residents 

and shop-owners should again have a say in the 

design of the new urban area.

 •  To persuade local residents who might be re-

luctant to see their urban environment change, 

local authorities have a unique chance to use 

their direct contact with people to win them 

over by acting as role models and providing 

their own visible and appealing examples: may-

ors and members of local parliaments cycling 

to work or a cooperative partnership with local 

businesses to provide their employees with pas-

ses for public transport.

 2.  The second way is to reduce the need for 

mobility from the outset so citizens do 

not have to spend as much time using  

or being stuck in (any kind of) traffic. 

 •  Modern, but ambitious urban concepts such as 

the »30-minute city« aim to engineer cities 

where home, work, play and other basic neces-

sities are all within a 30-minute journey of each 

other. This is a complex sustainable mobility 

scheme, which reduces traffic and thus impro-

ves everyday quality of life in terms of health, 

the environment, time management, the local 

economy and cost of living.23 

 •  Teleworking and homeworking models can 

also help to reduce the volume of transport. 

During the Covid-19 crisis in particular many 

employers and employees have realised that 

working from home can be very effective—sav-

ing both money and time. After all, nobody 

likes to spend hours and hours each day com-

muting (whether on public transport or in a 

car), instead of spending time with friends and 

family.

But what about

...shops in city centres that can no longer be  

reached by car if the centre is made into a  

car-free zone?

The way forward: Increasing the  

attractiveness of the city centre

 •  Zones with limited or no car traffic can make 

cities much more attractive for small businesses. 

There is substantial research showing that car-

free city centres increase the probability of peo-

ple spending their money there, as they have 

time to stroll around, look at different shops 

etc. This is an especially feasible argument in a 

time when city centres are being »bled dry« by 

competition from the Internet and shopping 

malls located further out (this particularly ap-

plies to Central and Eastern Europe). Liveable, 

clean, beautiful city centres have significant 

comparative advantages.

 •  Therefore, the solution to a potential depopu-

lation problem lies in a well-designed public 

transport network, in urban development—the 

location of attractive services, cultural venues, 

entertainment, etc. in city centres and motiva-

tional schemes and measures incentivising ser-

vices and shops of certain type to locate there.
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But what about…

… people whose family or work commitments 

require them to use their cars to get them into the 

city, or those who live in more isolated rural loca-

tions with no access to the public transport infra-

structure? 

The way forward: Staying connected 

 •  For people who cannot manage their day-to-

day tasks without a car, apart from zero-carbon 

or low-carbon individual transport alternatives, 

there is also the possibility of carsharing. Car-

sharing schemes have proven to work well 

in more than 2,000 cities worldwide,24 serving 

around 2.5 million people25 in Germany alone, 

providing car transport when needed without 

the costs and burdens associated with car 

ownership. The positive environmental impact 

of this alternative is indisputable. One study 

conducted by the French Environment and 

Energy Management Agency found that people 

using carsharing apps reduced their individual 

car transport mileage by 41 per cent and travel 

more frequently by bus, train or on their own 

steam. Research conducted by the collaborative 

mobility organisation CoMoUK found that each 

car which is part of a »car club« takes ten private 

cars off the roads.26 

 •  When it comes to the urban-rural connec-

tion, there are numerous examples of well-

developed public transport systems around 

Europe making the connection of peripheral 

with metropolitan areas a feasible alternative, 

primarily through regional train networks. 

Until this happens in a particular region, it is 

true that people in these areas will have to rely 

on individual transport. At the end of the day, 

however, it is down to the local or regional 

government’s infrastructure policy to improve 

public transport infrastructure in the region. 

 •  In addition, as the goal of sustainable mobility 

is also to reduce the volume of transport, one 

of the main aims of regional and local develop-

ment is to revive rural areas by providing better 

childcare services, health services and shops 

along with local economic development policies 

focused on using local and regional resources—

agrotourism, local production of goods, etc. 

These policies would improve the quality of life 

for people in particular regions without the 

need for and additional cost of owning a car. As 

indicated above, homeworking and telework-

ing, at least for a couple of days per week, can 

significantly reduce the volume of work travel, 

in doing so cutting emissions and transport 

costs for commuters and giving them more  

time and money for leisure activities.

Part III: Sustainable mobility: 
Vital for transport affordability 

and social justice

 Improving the quality and reach of public trans-

port infrastructure reduces social inequalities by 

investing in means of transport that are affordable 

for everybody. So far, our city mobility schemes 

have often been designed according to the 

needs of upper and middle-class commuters 

driving to work by car. This means that the needs 

of large segments of our society are neglected 

for most of their lifetime: Children, the elderly or 

the disabled, who are unable to drive, marginalised 

groups who cannot afford a car, parents doing their 

shopping at a local market, or friends meeting in 

the nearby neighbourhood. How do nurses get to 

their night shifts at the hospital—and how does the 

lead consultant? It is in the interests of both the 

lower and the middle classes to have good, reliable, 

affordable public transport. Sustainable mobility 

policies, therefore, contribute to a higher level of 

social justice in our societies.

 •  A growing group of mayors and city govern-

ment officials is starting to consider sustain-

able transport as a public good, necessary 

for a functioning society, just as important 

as the police, health services or education. 

Accordingly, more and more cities are imple-

menting policies to introduce free or low-cost 

public transport (currently more than 150 cities 

worldwide, most of them in Europe, including 

Poland, Czech Republic, Bulgaria, Slovenia and 

Lithuania),27 with Luxembourg (and partially 

Estonia) being the first countries to have free 

public transport nationwide. The authorities 

in these cities see this policy as the best way of 

significantly reducing urban transport-related 

carbon emissions and also combatting social 

inequality, as free public transport primarily sig-

nificantly reduces the cost of living for middle-

class and lower middle-class citizens. After all, 

the cost-cutting message of free public trans-

port policy is the ultimate argument against 

sceptics and opponents of environmentally am-

bitious urban transport policies such as car-free 

zones, strict parking restrictions, bus lanes, etc.

 •  In countries like Germany, despite the contribu-

tion public transport makes to social equality, 

the automotive sector still receives dispro-

portionally higher subsidies than public 

transport. From 2009-2019, the Federal Govern- 

ment invested 20 times more in research, tech-

nology and material optimisation, infrastructure, 

etc. for car transport than for public transport.28 

 •  Less dependency on and usage of individual car 

transport makes people less vulnerable to 

fuel price increases, which are no longer only 

influenced by the world market for oil but also 

by the development of CO2 pricing systems.

 •  Last but not least, most citizens welcome a 

mobility transformation that involves a shift 

towards affordable and convenient public trans-

port. The interest in viable transport alternati-

ves that increase the quality of everyday life is 

evidenced by a 2018 McKinsey study showing 

overwhelming satisfaction of residents with 

highly developed urban public transport systems 

in ten global cities.29 This is further underscored 

by the fact that in cities such as New York, San 

Francisco and others almost half of all residents 

do not own cars, or that in Germany there are 

almost 30 per cent fewer people applying for 

driver’s licenses than a decade ago.30

But what about…

…increasing parking fees in city centres hurting 

low-income earners far more than the wealthier 

members of society?

CAR SHARING SCHEMES: WORKING 

IN MORE THAN 2000 CITIES

2000 CITIES
more than all cities 
and towns of the 
Visegrad states 
(Poland, Czech 
Republic, Slova-
kia, and Hungary) 
combined
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The way forward: Why subsidise 

the car-owners?

 •  The sustainable and also socially just solution 

to the problem of increasing parking fees in 

the city centre is a well-designed public trans-

port infrastructure and extensive other low or 

zero-emission urban transport options, which 

provide more affordable, less time-consuming 

and healthier modes of transport than sitting 

in a car in an urban traffic jam. Affordable 

parking options should be made available at 

the city’s outskirts for people travelling from 

surrounding areas which—until now—have had 

no connection to the city via a regional train 

network. Park and ride facilities like this should 

provide a large number of parking places with 

EV chargers for electric cars. 

 •  Besides, we have to ask ourselves: Why should 

people without cars, that are financially 

less well off than those who own cars, 

subsidise car owners? As outlined above, 

people with cars occupy tremendous shares of 

public space. How do they justify using it with-

out paying a fair price? If the average price for 

a square meter in the city centre costs a lot of 

money, why should the wealthier car owners 

have it for cheap? 

But what about…

…the comparatively high price of electric or hydro-

gen cars?

The way forward: They’re getting cheaper!

 •  Today the price of EVs in general is still higher 

than petrol/diesel cars, but this is rapidly  

changing as the price of batteries fall, car 

manufacturers invest billions in EV production, 

standards and restrictions on fossil fuel cars get 

tougher and subsidies for e-cars—from the  

government or manufacturers—begin to be 

introduced. E-car alternatives are already 

avail-able at prices comparable with fossil 

fuel cars and relative »price parity« of EVs with 

petrol/diesel cars is forecast for as early as 2023, 

or 2024-2028.31 In addition, many governments 

both within and outside Europe are incen- 

tivising the switch to electromobility through 

discounts on vehicle prices, tax exemptions and/

or an exemption from car bans in certain areas 

of a city. City councils and retail chains (such as 

IKEA) are increasingly providing parking spots 

reserved for EVs, where cars can be parked and 

recharged for free. The lifecycle costs of EVs 

are also considerably lower, because of the 

lower cost of »fuelling« the vehicle, because 

they contain fewer wear and tear parts, and 

because insurances offer much lower rates than 

for cars with combustion engines.

 •  However, while some of the challenges men-

tioned above (such as cleaner air, less noise and  

lower CO2 emissions) can be addressed by switch- 

ing to electric or hydrogen cars, this does not 

apply to every problem (such as the distribution 

of public space and the social question of who 

can afford to own a car in the first place). The-

refore, it would be better from a social and 

from an environmental point of view to 

prioritise pedestrians, bicycle riders and 

passengers on public transport when design- 

ing urban mobility. 

But what about… 

…the increasing costs of long-distance mobility, 

especially flying, and the fact that this puts margi-

nalised groups at a disadvantage?

The way forward: Take the train 

 •  The smarter alternative here is undoubtedly 

rail, which is something that Europe is ra-

pidly expanding. According to UBS Research, 

investment in high-speed rail will increase by 

over ten per cent each year for the next decade 

as demand for this mode of transport rises.32 

The increase in demand also covers night train 

connections so that people can arrive at their 

(holiday) destination in the early morning, there- 

by also saving the cost of an additional night 

in a hotel. In the last six years the EU has inves-

ted 35 billion euros into rail infrastructure and, 

since 1996, has been expanding the high-speed 

rail infrastructure throughout Europe, within 

the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T). 

Although this network is still incomplete, it will 

be possible, for example, to travel from Central 

Europe (Bratislava) to Paris within about eight 

hours. Moreover, 24 EU countries have agreed 

on the goal of replacing short-haul flights (300-

800 km) with rail connections. The Connecting 

Europe Facility (CEF), which, among others, is 

also financing the shift to sustainable mobility 

in Europe, will be increased from 1.5 billion 

euros to 14.521 billion. The European Council 

has also declared 2021 to be the European Year 

of Rail and is planning different initiatives to 

promote rail travel as an alternative to driving 

and flying. Progressive measures have also been 

adopted by individual countries, for exam-

ple France is making its seven billion euros of 

financial aid for Air France conditional on the 

replacement of short inland flights with train 

connections operated by the state-owned rail 

company SNCF.

 •  The carbon footprint of this alternative mode 

of transport is immeasurably lower than car 

transport and flying, generating just 0.5 per 

cent of the EU’s transport emissions. What is 

more, average urban rail energy consumption 

per passenger per km makes it seven times 

more energy efficient than private cars in ci-

ties.33 

 •  Aviation, in contrast, is one of the fastest- 

growing sources of greenhouse gas emissions,  

with emissions produced by airplanes up some 

70 per cent over 2005.34 And despite the existence 

of low-cost carriers, the people flying and 
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profiting most from cheap flights are the 

more affluent sections of society. While a 

school caretaker might fly to the Mediterranean 

once a year, it is businessmen and the urban 

academic class, frequently hopping on planes as 

they do, who gain most from the situation, while 

people with lower incomes living in houses 

located under flightpaths suffer most from 

noise and air pollution, not to mention resul-

tant global heating.35 As we have seen during 

the Covid-19 crisis, many business trips by plane 

are in fact unnecessary—today, international 

meetings, and even interactive discussions, can 

easily be held online.

 •  Apart from this, what often still fascinates us 

about flying is the idea of experiencing exotic 

places, meeting with people from a different 

culture and broadening our horizons. Yet, 

what often greets us after hours on a plane is 

a week-long stay in a gated community, where 

we spend more time in conversation with other 

European neighbours on the lounger next to us 

than with local residents. Thus, for residents of 

today’s European cities, it might be even more 

»exotic« to engage in a genuine exchange with 

rural residents in neighbouring countries.

 

Part IV: Sustainable mobility: 
Vital for the economy and  

politics 

As the challenges faced by urban communities 

increase, with growing urbanisation and 70-80 

per cent of the world population living in cities 

by 2050,36 population growth, an ageing trans-

port infrastructure (especially in rural areas) and 

the climate crisis, it becomes increasingly clear that 

technologically, economically and environmentally 

sustainable mobility is a precondition for future 

economic progress. Cities and regions with am-

bitious plans, actions and accomplishments in 

making their mobility more environmentally 

sustainable will have an economic advantage. 

They will profit from enhanced productivity, for 

example due to less traffic congestion, more effi-

cient energy consumption, etc., but also from the 

higher quality of life attracting human potential, 

creativity and skills as key sources of economic pro-

gress. 

 •  Traffic congestion caused by extensive car use 

in cities, metropolitan and suburban areas con-

tributes not only to significant environmental 

harms, but also causes economic losses (lo-

wer productivity) to the tune of billions—

in the year 2017, such losses cost the economies 

of the US, Britain and Germany 461 billion 

dollars combined, or 975 dollars per person.37 

 •  A shift from fossil fuel to low or zero-carbon 

mobility contributes to the sustainability of a 

society but also to the competitiveness of an 

economy. As such, this shift is in the interests 

not only of the government and the public in 

general, but also of commercial actors. Bearing 

this in mind, sustainable mobility policies 

should also involve commercial actors as 

key investors in the development of smart 

mobility technologies, but also in the build-up 

of the infrastructure for low-carbon mobility, 

such as EV infrastructure or smart public trans-

port systems.

 •  A well-developed public mobility infrastructure‘ 

as a viable alternative to car transport (city 

bikes, e-scooters, shared transport, etc.) is also a 

relevant factor in the attractiveness of a city 

to tourists, which, in turn contributes to its 

economic performance.  

 •  Last but not least, reducing use of fossil fuel 

transport makes our economies and coun-

tries less dependent on autocratic oil exporters.

But what about… 

…the concern that limiting fossil fuel transport will 

slow down economic growth, because economy 

and trade are inextricably linked to transportation?

The way forward: Innovation and local growth

 •  Reality contradicts this assumption: Real econo-

mic development shows that technological solu-

tions and policies on the European, national or 

municipal level that impose strict emissions li-

mits and subsidise the development of low 

or zero-emission mobility in fact do not 

harm but rather contribute to competitive-

ness, international trade and the economy 

in general. These technological solutions are 

also promoted and supported by the European 

Commission and many national governments. 

 •  Moreover, one of the goals of sustainable 

mobility is to put a brake on the ever-increas-

ing long-distance transport of goods. This will 

not only significantly reduce emissions but also 

create more growth potential for local 

and regional economies and contribute to 

global social justice. It would also open up new 

growth opportunities for local economies or lo-

cally manufactured products (e.g. food), while 

TRAFFIC CONGESTION HURTS THE 

ECONOMY SIGNIFICANTLY

 

461
BILLION USD

loss annually.
 Equvalent to the   
       GDP of Austria.
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at the moment local products with their higher 

prices often have no chance of competing with 

products from huge factories, which are delive-

red to all corners of a country at no significant 

cost. 

 •  Cargo planes, ships and trucks are responsible 

for a significant share of the global carbon 

footprint and, at the same time, also exacerbate 

global injustice because they are dominated by 

huge multinational companies accumulating 

massive profits. Yet, these forms of transport 

are often not part of the discussion because »if 

you can’t see it, it doesn’t count« and this is the 

type of transport that is often »invisible«. 

But what about… 

…the justification for subsidies for new forms of 

mobility, such as e-mobility or hydrogen?

The way forward: Financing the future,

not the past

 •  All transport technologies have been subsidi-

sed in one form or the other. The absence of a 

kerosene tax or the lower diesel tax in Germany 

are just two typical examples. Not to mention 

externalised costs, especially medical treatment 

for city-dwellers suffering from respiratory di-

seases, paid for by the public health system.

 •  The principal duty of a responsible government 

is to support sectors, services or activities that 

are relevant or necessary for the progress or 

sustainability of a society (see Chapter 2, page 

49 and Chapter 6, part 115). One of these sec-

tors is electromobility and other modes of low 

or zero-carbon transport because, without the 

development of low-carbon modes of trans-

port, climate goals, which need to be achieved 

to avert an all-out environmental crisis, will 

remain nothing more than pipe dreams.

 •  Besides, if we look at the subsidies for e-mobi-

lity in Europe against the subsidies received by 

the fossil fuel industry, there really is no com-

parison. In 2017, the fossil fuel industry, with all 

its pollution and environmental destruction, re-

ceived direct and indirect subsidies to the tune 

of 87 billion dollars from national governments 

and the EU. This was 2.5 times more than in 

2010. These subsidies targeted the production 

sector (direct payments, loans, funds, tax po- 

licy, research, etc.) as well as fuel consumption 

(regulated prices, tax breaks).

 •  The combined sum of fossil fuel subsidies 

from 2010-2017 could have been used to 

create of 1.6 million EV supercharging sta-

tions, promoting greater market penetration 

of EVs and significantly reducing air pollution 

from car transport. Or it could have been used 

for 20,000 kilometres of high-speed rail 

tracks, which would in turn have reduced the 

volume of car and air travel and thus also the 

pollution caused by these modes of transport.38

 •  As the examples of the current European lea-

ders in e-mobility Norway or the Netherlands 

show, policies promoting e-mobility (tax exemp-

tions, the creation of publicly financed charging 

stations, research, urban transport measures 

such as bus lanes for EVs, privileged parking, 

toll-free travel for EVs, etc.) are already having 

a significant impact. In 2019, in Norway, the 

number of electric car registrations exceeded 

registrations of combustion engine vehicles 

for the first time and the e-charging network 

almost matched the petrol pump network.39 

Since 2018, the Netherlands has seen the regis-

tration of EVs almost double, now accounting 

for 15 per cent of all car sales.40

 •  In conclusion, we can safely say that e-mobility 

costs us much less than fossil mobility. What is 

more, thanks to its contribution to the much-

needed mobility transition, which will ultima-

tely preserve our ecosystem, the benefits of 

e-mobility go far beyond just costs. 

SUBSIDIES SHOULD PROMOTE  

HEALTHY MOBILITY, NOT  

FOSSIL FUEL

fossil fuel subsidies from 2010-2017
could have been used for the 
buildup of 

EV supercharging stations
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Part V: Sustainable mobility: 
Vital for future employment 

opportunities 

The mobility transition described above would 

mean the creation of new, sustainable jobs in  

za variety of fields:

First of all, in order to make our transport system 

environmentally sustainable, cities and countries 

will have to upgrade their infrastructure, which 

means huge investment: to create bike lanes, EV 

charging stations, new buses and trams, and thou-

sands of kilometres of railway tracks. And this will 

require countless workers (see also Chapter 2, 

part I).

 •  The transition from individual mobility to pub-

lic transport will generate demand for more 

workers in logistics and traffic. Today, the 

upscaling of public transport in major cities 

such as Berlin, which has been in response to 

demands from the population, is already being 

hampered by a lack of qualified drivers, for 

example.

 •  As a solution that falls somewhere between 

public and individual mobility, new forms of ve-

hicle sharing developed some years ago already, 

parallel to the emergence of a new market for 

rental agencies. Carsharing agencies were 

only the beginning. Today, agencies renting 

out conventional bikes, e-bikes, bike trailers, 

cargo bikes or e-scooters, be it for a single ride 

or for long-term rental, are flourishing.41

 •  The »greening« of the share of mobility that re-

mains individual mobility will trigger demand 

for different types of vehicle: e-cars, e-bikes, 

but also ordinary bicycles and cargo bikes 

which—up till now—have been manufactured 

by hand in a labour-intensive process in several 

European countries. Of course, a supporting 

industry of repair shops etc. will evolve toge-

ther with these new markets. 

 •  Nevertheless, the car manufacturing industry 

is an important sector in a lot of countries. 

However, with our know-how about cars, and 

the capital accumulated in Europe over the last 

century, our car industry should still be able to 

catch up with US and Asian firms and move 

into a leading position in the development 

of e-vehicles. But only if we act now. If the 

switch to e-mobility in some European coun-

tries is delayed further, they will lose large parts 

of the car manufacturing industry completely, 

because it will end up being overrun by inno-

vative firms from other parts of the world. That 

said, although Asian or US firms are—in some 

regards—more advanced than European firms 

when it comes to the e-mobility market, this 

does not mean that no new jobs are created 

in Europe. A major car firm from South Korea 

recently opened a new car factory in the Czech 

Republic, creating 12,000 jobs, while the US 

company Tesla plans to build a factory in Ger-

many, to be closer to European consumers, 

for example. As described above, combustion 

engine cars are already being phased out as go-

vernments around the world restrict their use 

and incentivise their replacement by EV or other 

forms of mobility. This is why Tesla seemed to 

appear almost out of nowhere to become the 

most valuable car manufacturer worldwide in 

2020.

 •  While the market for electric cars is already 

highly contested, the market for sustainable 

(electric or hydrogen) vehicles for commer-

cial use, such as excavators (which cause con-

siderable air pollution in cities), or tractors (not 

only for eco-farms) is still very much underde-

veloped. Since many European manufacturers 

have a substantial experience in building com-

mercial vehicles of all types, it is still possible for 

them to get a head start in this new sustainable 

market segment.

 •  Last but not least, the employees of the car ma-

nufacturing industry are predominantly highly 

skilled. Not only are their skills and knowledge 

valuable for the car manufacturing industry 

but they can also be put to good use in certain 

other sectors. There are future prospects for 

these workers both within and outside the 

car industry—in fact, there is even a risk 

that there will be a lack of qualified wor-

kers in Central and Eastern Europe in future 

(see Chapter 3, page 54). There are already 

some tried-and-tested solutions that will gua-

rantee a smooth transition to another sector, if 

that is what an employee wants. For example, 

the German trade union IG Metall proposed a 

transition-related short-time work arrangement 

that would also be applicable to the automo- 

tive sector. Workers would reduce their working 

time and simultaneously acquire a new set of 

qualifications. The wage differential between 

short-time hours and full-time employment 

should be covered by the state (see also Chap-

ter 2, page 42). 

But what about…

...the concerns that the restrictions on the usage of 

combustion engine cars will harm national econo-

mies with car factories being such important em-

ployers? 

The way forward: For e-mobility, 

it’s now or never

 •  Automation and digitalisation have already and 

will continue to fundamentally change the car 

manufacturing industry anyway. Because there 

are very few steps left on today’s production 

line that cannot now be managed by robots, 

car factories full of blue-collar workers are a 

thing of the past (see also Chapter 2, page 41). 

Employment in innovative segments of the 

vehicle manufacturing industry might be more 

secure than jobs producing combustion engine 

vehicles. The reason for this is that the pro-

duction of the parts traditionally used for 

car manufacturing has been increasingly 

standardised and automated, while in the 

field of e-mobility, and especially mobility 

based on hydrogen, there is still scope for 

a lot of technical innovation.

 •  The demand for clean mobility is rising fast, 

also driven by consumer preferences. This big 

change offers big opportunities. The car manu-

facturing industry is a strong industry with a lot 

of technical know-how. By using smart employ-

ment policies and innovations it will be able to 

handle these big challenges, and by doing so it 

can help to make the world a better place.

 •  According to research, over 30 per cent of new 

car sales are projected to be zero emission and 
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plug-in hybrid by 2030,42 which represents a 

potential for a market worth one trillion 

dollars. As electric vehicles will become as af-

fordable as conventional petrol and diesel cars 

in the near future, the shift to e-car production 

provides huge profit opportunities for car ma-

nufacturers.

 •  Green mobility will also lead to just, local 

growth. Instead of paying for imported fuel 

and funding foreign companies and countries, 

green car mobility will ensure the money stays 

in our own economies, although, in the case of 

e-mobility (not hydrogen), the raw materials 

needed to build the battery still have to be 

imported for now. In a decentralised energy 

system (see Chapter 4), the shift to clean mobil-

ity will support local producers of energy and 

the local economy will benefit. 

But what about…

…the need to recharge electric vehicles―how will 

we pay for this?

The way forward: E-car range is no longer  

an issue 

1.  First, the density of the network of EV charging 

points in Europe is increasing dramatically, from 

4,000 charging stations in 2011 to over 190,000 

in 2019 (an increase of 4,750 per cent).43 Most 

importantly, there is EU funding and other 

financial schemes in place for increasing the 

number of electric charging stations and deve-

loping electric mobility in general. Therefore, it 

is just a matter of fundraising and management 

capacities and the ability of the local, regional or 

national authorities to access these schemes.44 As 

described above, many chain stores are also in-

stalling EV chargers, drawing customers to shop 

at their store by recharging their vehicle for free.

2.  Second, the range of electric cars has improved 

considerably in the last few years. In 2020, the 

maximum range of an individual e-car was al-

most 1,000 km, and many (lower-priced) vehicles 

reached ranges of 400 km or more—after which 

any responsible driver should normally take a 

coffee break anyway.

But what about… 

…the environmental footprint caused by electric 

vehicles?

The way forward: EVs are a better solution, 

but not the best 

 •  Generally speaking, a comparison of emissions 

from electric vehicles and conventional com-

bustion engine (petrol or diesel) powered cars 

reveals different results in different countries, 

depending in particular on the different energy 

mix used to fuel the car after its production. 

However, the fact remains that in almost all 

European countries, EVs—including indirect 

emissions from battery production—have 

significantly lower carbon footprints. 

 •  The future mobility we are striving for, 

one that does not contribute to the 

collapse of our ecosystem but in fact 

makes our lives better and our societies 

more socially just, is anything but wish-

ful thinking. Admittedly, the trends and 

the figures show that the transformation of 

our transport system poses a challenge that 

we will need to confront by changing our 

infrastructure, our economic model and our 

daily habits. But, as we have tried to demon-

strate, also backed up with facts and figures, 

there is an almost bottomless pool of 

good and best practices from hundreds 

and thousands of cities, regions and 

states, which make the switch to ecolo-

gical transport absolutely real. There are 

countless examples of policies, measures and 

initiatives in different sectors. The expansion 

of quality public transport has resulted in 

more than 150 cities with free public trans-

port policies.

 •  The rapid switch to electromobility and other 

zero or low-carbon car transport has created, 

among other benefits, many new employ-

ment opportunities. Carsharing schemes 

in more than 2,000 cities have significantly 

reduced car congestion in urban areas and 

made travel more affordable. The continued 

expansion and development of the high-

speed rail network in Europe offers a feasible 

alternative to short-haul flights. Multimoda-

lity schemes facilitating smart integration of 

different modes of travel on one route are 

seen to be working well in a number of cities. 

These transport solutions for tomorrow, these 

new jobs of tomorrow show us just how pos-

sible the transition is.

 •  Anyone who is aware of the situation and  

dares to be more ambitious in bringing our 

mobility more into line with the limits and 

needs of our environment—and creating a 

liveable habitat for our children—only has 

to take a look at what is already being 

done, take inspiration from these ideas 

and put these measures in practice.

 What are we striving for? 

Reliable studies have shown that the carbon 

footprint of EVs is up to 40 per cent lower over 

their lifespan than that of conventional diesel 

or petrol combustion engines. With the on- 

going transformation of electricity production, 

this difference will rise in favour of e-cars,45  

making them a far more sustainable choice.

 •  However, because of the resources used in pro-

ducing batteries, and because many of the bene- 

fits described above could not be harnessed, a 

blanket replacement of combustion engine 

cars with electric cars is not enough. Espe-

cially when we look at social factors (who is 

able to afford and drive any kind of private ve-

hicle and who gets what share of public space), 

replacing one type of privately owned car for 

another is not the best option.

90%
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All the necessary political instruments to combat 
climate change are already available—they simply 
need to be applied. Preferably in the form of an  
effective mix of supranational, national, subnational 
and individual tools.

6 
Political
Instruments 
to Mitigate 
the Climate
Crisis

International climate governance 
has made significant progress in 
combating climate change by adop-
ting the Paris Agreement and  
the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable  
Development. The international fra-
mework is thus set, providing states 
with various tools and mechanisms 
to undertake further action. These 
will be addressed in more detail in 
Part I. In light of the lack of political 
will shown by governments in some 

countries, Part II and III will describe 
some of the tools available on a 
subnational and individual level. If 
adequately supported by progres-
sive actors and the citizens them-
selves, the latter will overshadow 
the climate ignorance of their go-
vernments, allow progressive actors 
to connect with each other and ac-
quire the power to effect a positive 
change. 

Thus the motion: „Save the world  
from the climate crisis“ was rejected  
by a majority.

 Justification: „It‘s too stressful.“



112 – 6 Political Instruments to Combat Climate Change 6 Political Instruments to Combat Climate Change – 113

Part I: What supports our  
argument on a state level?

For many years, the state has been regarded as 

a decisive actor in climate politics. It was nation 

states (196 in total) who came together in Septem-

ber 2015 and made a commitment to end poverty, 

mitigate the climate crisis and fight injustice with 

the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

and 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). It 

was the nation states again who shortly afterwards 

adopted the Paris Agreement, which sets the 

global framework for mitigating the climate crisis, 

and agreed to develop their own plans for Natio-

nally Determined Contributions (NDCs) to embody 

their efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 

and adapt to the anticipated impacts of the climate 

crisis. 

 •  These commitments would not have been pos-

sible without the support of international 

organisations such as the United Nations, 

which facilitated the process of adopting both 

the SDGs and the Paris Agreement. Other sup-

ranational actors such as the European Union 

have played a leading role in fostering climate 

policies that »leave no one behind« and deve-

loping a comprehensive framework for a car-

bon-neutral continent with initiatives such as 

the European Green Deal. 

 •  In parallel, the EU has also developed support-

ing tools and instruments for both member and 

candidate states, including Horizon2020, IPA 

and others. The energy and climate component 

of the Berlin Process, launched specifically to 

support the energy integration of the Western 

Balkans Six, as well as many other forms of 

joint climate initiatives, including the Green 

Agenda (initiated in 2014), are just some of the 

tools developed to decarbonise the region in 

line with the EU 2050 ambitions arising from 

the European Green Deal. Other important 

players when it comes to achieving progress 

have been development banks such as the 

World Bank, the European Investment Bank, 

and other international financial institutions 

such as the European Bank for Development 

and Reconstruction, which, for example, en- 

abled Montenegro to become one of the Euro-

pean leaders in the digitalisation of the energy 

sector creating the conditions for deploying 

renewables (see Chapter 4, page 72). 

 •  Along with the supporting mechanisms stem-

ming from strategic partnerships and inter-

national cooperation, many political tools and 

instruments are available at the state level 

for introducing effective climate policies and 

thus fulfilling their obligations under the Paris 

Agreement. In order to significantly reduce 

pollution and eradicate poverty at the same 

time, political decision-makers have to apply an 

effective mix of all the instruments at hand: a) 

investments, b) financial incentives, c) regula-

tions and d) new narratives. Although we will 

touch on these tools and instruments below, 

they are discussed in more detail in Chapter 7, 

since they are applied more effectively in de-

mocracies (see Chapter 7, page 129)

a) Investments: 

 •  Many individuals and companies alike 

are prepared to change their behaviour if 

socio-ecological alternatives are provided. 

By presenting such alternatives, the state can 

»nudge« decisions towards more climate-com-

patible behaviour without the need for regula-

tion. For example, if regular, direct, convenient 

and affordable train routes connect major cities 

as well as rural areas, then fewer people will 

use a car. 

 •  Of course, the state also has to scrutinise 

and ensure that every investment deci-

sion meets high environmental and social 

standards—from major infrastructure projects 

to office supplies used by public servants—such 

that public procurement decisions are based on 

social and environmental standards (see also 

Chapter 5, page 102).

b) Tax system and incentives:

 •  Innovative initiatives that provide sustainable 

solutions and climate-compatible alternatives, 

be it on an individual or local level, whether 

cooperatives or social enterprises, should be 

further supported by the state. The state has 

various supporting policies such as incentives 

and tax instruments that can facilitate fair dis-

tribution of the resources at its disposal, which 

it can use to ensure the right decisions are 

taken when implementing these initiatives in 

order to make them both climate compatible 

and beneficial to human societies as well. 

 •  The state has the authority and the capa-

city to shape the character of economic 

growth through the distributive function 

of tax policies in a way that stimulates 

development in line with planetary boun-

daries and social needs. While the main 

idea behind sustainable development is first 

and foremost to increase the consumption of 

the less privileged by supporting economic 

activities and thus reducing inequalities, at the 

same time this development needs to have the 

smallest possible ecological footprint. Setting 

out the conditions for this is exactly where the 

state comes in. The state can have a major in-

fluence on defining how economies grow and 

develop in future. 

  •  First, it can establish an adequate level of 

carbon tax, which requires a fair carbon 

offset. Second, it can combine this mea-

sure with restrictions and carbon-neutral 

production solutions emission quotas, 

as well as technological requirements 

for. This is also the main idea behind the 

carbon pricing reforms suggested in the 

European Green Deal, which identify the 
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need for defining mechanisms to pre-

vent carbon leakage in or outside the EU. 

Carbon offset through simple reallocation 

of production facilities is neither just for 

society nor is it beneficial to the environ-

ment, as pollution and the climate crisis do 

not recognise borders (see Chapter 2, page 

45 and Chapter 4, page 77)

c) Regulations: 

 •  While prices can act as an incentive, they 

can never fully determine behaviour. In 

Germany, the combined fees imposed on a litre 

of petrol amount to 237 euros per ton of CO2; 

a much higher amount than ever discussed for 

carbon tax. Nevertheless, Germans still drive 

big, polluting cars. A recent study among cy- 

clists in Copenhagen revealed that the low 

price is not the decisive factor in choosing this 

means of transport, but rather that cycling is 

faster and easier.1 

 •  Of course, a city should invest in »bicycle high-

ways« to take these interests into account, but 

the ultimate goal of protecting the funda-

mental rights that are threatened by the 

climate crisis can, in some cases, only be 

reached through regulations limiting the 

behaviour that causes high GHG emissions. 

 •  If the fundamental rights to life, housing, food 

or water, and health are at risk because of 

global heating, then it is perfectly legitimate 

to limit motorway speeds to 100 mph or prohi-

bit people from taking a flight for a short trip 

from Brussels to Strasbourg. The basis for such 

regulation often already exists—for example, 

the »clean air acts« in many countries, which 

can be drawn upon to facilitate the introduc-

tion of car-free city centres. 

 •  This is also the most »social« way of design- 

ing climate policies because it prevents 

the wealthier parts of society from simply 

»buying their way out«, be it by paying city 

tolls and parking fees, or by buying an electric 

vehicle, while others are left behind.

 

d)  Narratives and the »new normal«:  

the way forward: 

 •  Government officials should lead by exam-

ple, showing that climate-smart behaviour 

is the »new normal«, both by sending mes-

sages and through political tools. They can also 

use a variety of different instruments to reshape 

the public discourse: 

 •  First, this can be done by highlighting the 

co-benefits of ambitious climate policies 

(i.e. making public space more accessible to all, 

improving air quality, reducing traffic noise, 

ensuring fewer traffic accidents, more exercise 

for citizens and thus longer life expectancy, and 

better quality of life in general etc.). 

 •  Second, they can reframe the discourse and 

show that climate-smart behaviour is the »new 

normal« (see above). Their own behaviour, can, 

for instance, influence people’s perceptions of 

the following questions: What should be seen 

as a standard part of people’s fruit consump-

tion in Europe—the mango from Thailand 

cultivated using a raft of pesticides, or an orga-

nically grown apple from a nearby tree? And 

should coal-fired power plants still continue 

with »business as usual«, despite the fact that a 

considerable part of Europe’s electricity is already 

being produced from renewable sources? 

 •  Third, political decision-makers should also 

warn citizens about the consequences of 

inaction and tell the scientific truth about the 

disaster we face. Our very recent experience 

has shown that »telling the truth« eventually 

led to dramatic behaviour changes during the 

Covid-19 crisis. 

 •  Summing up, we can conclude that a state 

is prepared to act and has all the tools and 

instruments required to do so.

 •  However, in line with the growing popula-

rity of the neoliberal doctrine, the concept 

of a »night-watchman state« has gained 

broad acceptance, and instilled a widespread 

scepticism, particularly regarding any new 

regulations or taxes introduced by the state. 

This is especially true for many countries in CEE 

and SEE, where governance challenges and the 

experience of total state collapse after the dis-

solution of the Soviet Union have incentivised 

people to cling to the notion of individual be-

nefit. This is also manifested in the massive tax 

evasion in the employment sector, for example. 

 •  From a social democratic perspective, this 

is highly problematic, because the state 

needs to play an active role to protect 

marginalised groups from threats (such as 

the climate crisis), and regulations need 

to be passed to ensure this protection is 

provided. 

 •  Therefore, the state has to be the »visible 

hand« ensuring social justice through the 

power of the redistributive instruments at 

its disposal, such as carbon tax, subsidies and 

other forms of incentives for protecting and 

promoting the social and economic wellbeing 

of all citizens while preserving the environ-

ment. Once again, we can see that the percep-

tion of the state is already changing now, as is 

shown by the quite dramatic example of the 

Covid-19 crisis. A more active role of the state is 

vital and is already the subject of discussion.

But what about… 

...the social implications of carbon tax policies for 

less privileged parts of society? How can we make 

sure that the »polluter pays« approach adequately 

compensates everyone and reduces inequalities?

The way forward: Redistributing wealth,  

protecting the disadvantaged

 •  The main function of tax policies, according to 

social democratic principles, is to determine the 

wealth redistribution and influence the nature 

of growth. In the case of carbon tax policies, 

this means promoting climate-neutral growth 

designed to benefit society as a whole, while 

protecting the environment. Carbon tax is one 

of the fiscal instruments used by social demo-

crats in order to promote equality by disincenti-

vising carbon emissions and preventing anyone 

from »buying their way out« of carbon-neutral 

solutions. Combined with other policy instru-

ments, such as a carbon-neutral plan that envi-

sages a gradual reduction in emissions within a 

certain time period, technological requirements 

and subsidies, the suitable taxation of car-

bon emissions will help us move towards a 

decarbonised society and adequately protect 

the hardest hit and most marginalised groups 

of society, while protecting the environment at 

the same time.

 •  Another tool that democratically elected go-

vernments have at their disposal is the concept 

of reimbursing the revenues on a per capita 

basis, which would facilitate the redis-

tribution of wealth and ensure sustainable 

development. The revenues from carbon taxes 

can also be used to improve reskilling and in-

crease the social support offered to the regions 

and individuals affected by the transition, or to 

fund low-carbon technological innovation. For 

a discussion of further aspects of carbon taxation, 

see Chapter 1, page 20 and Chapter 2, page 45. 



116 – 6 Political Instruments to Combat Climate Change 6 Political Instruments to Combat Climate Change – 117

Part II: What supports our argu-
ment on a subnational level? 

Another available instrument with substantial po-

tential are global networks committed to mitigat- 

ing the climate crisis on a subnational level: 

 •  The Covenant of Mayors is an ambitious 

European Commission initiative with the ob-

jective of bringing together local governments 

that have voluntarily committed to ambitious 

climate and energy targets.

 •  The Climate Action Network is an alliance  

connecting over 1,700 environmental NGOs  

in more than 130 countries, with well-estab- 

lished regional network hubs to coordinate and 

support joint efforts to protect the atmosphere 

while allowing for sustainable and equitable 

development.

 •  Networks of sustainable municipalities, 

such as ICLEI or LAG 21 NRW, which connect 

local governments with the aim of supporting 

them in an exchange of best practices and joint 

efforts to create ambitious climate policies.

  •  A number of cities and municipalities across 

Europe are interconnected through the afore-

mentioned global initiatives, which bring to-

gether subnational actors even from countries 

ruled by dictatorship such as Turkmenistan. It is 

vital that the political tools available at subna-

tional level are harnessed by progressive actors 

and used to support citizens in countries where 

governments are unwilling to take action. But, 

as will be shown in Chapter 7, all this is much 

more effective in a democratic context (see 

page 129ff).

 •  Community-led energy projects are also 

becoming popular around the globe. Solar 

rooftops are becoming a run-of-the-mill sight 

these days, whether in small communities in 

transitioning economies such as Makedonska 

Kamenica in North Macedonia, or in larger 

districts in Germany like Rhein-Hunsrück, both 

of which are known as pioneers in the field of 

green energy transition. In Makedonska Kame-

nica, residents installed their own rooftop solar 

panels and accessed the grid as prosumers with 

the goal of reducing emissions and making the 

most of the small regulatory adjustments that 

the state had recently made. Additional sup-

port instruments, including subsidies planned 

by the local government could scale up the 

initiative and help turn the entire community 

into a microcosm of sustainable energy. In the 

Rhein-Hunsrück district, local residents have 

formed a partnership with local companies 

and local and national government have used 

the available legal framework to develop and 

implement a community-owned energy project 

that has allowed them to play an active role 

in building social capital, combating energy 

poverty, reversing migration and creating jobs.2 

The benefits to citizens are of course much 

higher when these projects are developed bot-

tom-up, rather than via the top-down, state-led 

approach taken with similar projects in China, 

for example (see Chapter 7, page 132). 

 •  Working with cities is crucial for effective clima-

te action because of the high levels of emis-

sions caused by massive urbanisation and the 

corresponding increase in energy demand that 

is expected, as two-thirds of the world’s popu-

lation is forecast to be living in cities by 2050 

(see Chapter 5, page 101). To respond adequa-

tely to these trends, many cities are already 

taking the lead in carbon-neutral development 

policies, either through energy self-sufficiency 

strategies, or by promoting green jobs, and 

supporting carbon-free mobility schemes that 

provide economic resilience and improve the 

population’s health and quality of life. In the 

last decade alone, we have seen various large 

European cities such as Hamburg and Copen-

hagen, as well as other smaller towns such as 

Croatia’s Koprivnica and Krk become leaders 

in creating ambitious climate policies, transi-

tioning towards zero-carbon public transport 

and promoting alternative food and energy 

production systems. The UN 2030 Agenda along 

with active citizens’ campaigns promoting a 

»glocal« approach (global goals, local so-

lutions) to the implementation of SDGs, these 

cities are skilfully and successfully integrating 

sustainable solutions into national legislation, 

further enhancing their role and authority on 

an international level. This power is utilised by 

the state to increase the NDCs, create a net-

work of sustainable cities and municipalities, 

and facilitate closer cooperation and replica-

tion of positive examples. 

 •  Along with publicly owned city utilities and 

community-owned energy projects, energy 

cooperatives are important enablers of the 

energy transition to carbon-neutral develop-

ment, and they coincide with the development 

of supporting schemes in different countries.3 

These local units of economic organisation 

driven by citizens focus on community-based 

interests such as low environmental impact and 

affordable energy access for all, while being 

both a source of energy and revenue. The Feld-

heim energy experiment initiated in 1995 by a 

young engineer with the support of the local 

community is one of the many successful local-

level milestones in the energy sector achieved 
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by means of a cooperative format that allows 

for environmental preservation, while provi-

ding revenues for the local population. The re-

liable electricity and heating prices are another 

benefit, as are the jobs created in this small 

community southwest of Berlin. Today, Feld-

heim is a hugely popular energy cooperative 

with visitors from all around the globe. This just 

goes to show that community engagement and 

a favourable legal framework are vital for en- 

abling sustainable and affordable energy for all. 

For more positive examples of energy coopera-

tives in democracies, see Chapter 7 (page 131).

But what about…

...the misconceptions about cooperatives due to the 

fate of many that were created in the early 19th 

century, as well as the many that still lie dormant 

and do nothing more than breed corruption? 

The way forward: A democratic  

business model

 •  Misconceptions about cooperatives have been 

passed down from generation to generation, 

despite them serving as the ultimate source of 

supply, service provision, and an effective way 

of balancing prices during times of war, flood 

and drought. In comparison to the financial 

failure and corporate fraud we have seen 

in all other forms of capital, cooperatives 

continue to be lambasted for no justified 

reason. Valid records show that some coope-

ratives have been closed down because of poor 

governance and corruption due to inefficient 

governing boards and a lack of accountability, 

but public and private organisations have not 

exactly been immune to such behaviour either. 

The idea behind cooperatives is to provide 

members a platform for self-help, mutual re-

sponsibility, equality and equity, as well as to 

help the community at large. They can serve 

as a light in the darkness for marginalised and 

disadvantaged groups in society by providing 

financial support and basic services for their 

families and children in the form of education 

and health, for example. 

 •  Cooperatives are both the most important 

form of democratically organised econo-

mic activity and the most democratic form 

of doing business. This is why social demo-

crats have often promoted the establish-

ment of cooperatives. Bearing this in mind, 

and accounting for the benefits they provide 

when it comes to helping us, our families and 

our natural environment in the form of climate 

action, the state simply has to support these 

democratic forms of economic activity where 

authority is derived from opening membership 

up to the many, and not just making it accessi-

ble to the few. Favourable tax treatment and 

subsidies can ensure fair competition of energy 

cooperatives on the market and provide their 

members and the larger community with secure 

supply and stable prices, while protecting the 

environment. 

Part III: What supports our 
argument on an individual 

level?

Just as a journey of a thousand miles begins with 

a single step, the number of individual ways of 

mitigating the climate crisis are limitless. It is up to 

us to take that rusty bicycle out of the garage and 

bike into the carbon-free world we want to live in, 

instead of taking our cars to work. And of course, 

the health benefits are numerous too. 

 •  Alongside individual behavioural changes like 

this, taking part in collective actions and de-

monstrating public engagement is also impor-

tant when it comes to action on the individual 

level. And, the number of individuals taking 

part in climate action events, such as the 

»Fridays for Future« demonstrations has 

increased sharply around the globe. A peak 

was reached in 2019, when 1,160,000 people 

took to the streets in 166 countries calling for 

climate action.4

 •  Global support for climate action has not 

fallen during the Covid-19 pandemic either: In 

a worldwide survey, 71 per cent of participants 

stated that global heating is (at least) as serious 

as the Covid-19 crisis. Interestingly, the highest 

support for this statement was found in mid-

dle-income countries, not in the West.5

 •  Among EU citizens, support for ambitious 

climate policies reached a new record 

high in 2019:6 92 per cent of EU citizens want 

a climate-neutral EU by 2050. This is in keeping 

with the fact that 93 per cent of EU citizens see 

the climate crisis as a »serious« and 79 per cent 

as a »very serious« problem. And now, just a 

year later, the majority of Europeans, or 58 per 

cent would like EU countries to reduce their 

carbon emissions to no excess emissions by as 

early as 2030.7 And most of them believe the 

government should bear the primary responsi-

bility for addressing the climate crisis, followed 

by the EU, then local governments, business 

and of course the individual members of the 

community through the choices available to 

them.8

 •  Even more importantly, 93 per cent of EU ci-

tizens are changing their behaviour and have 

taken at least one specific measure to fight 

the climate crisis. These numbers had already 

increased EU-wide by spring 2019—in other 

words, even before the mass demonstrations 

and large-scale citizens movements peaked in 

the summer/autumn of that year. 

 •  This very broad support and readiness to 

change behaviour is crucial because climate  

policies—apart from major political decisions 

such as arms control treaties or Free Trade  

Agreements—cannot be decided by the govern-

ment alone. These policies have to be put into 

practice by individual actors. In essence, this is 

about changing the social norms of sustainable 

PEOPLE UNITE BEHIND THE CAUSE  

OF CLIMATE PROTECTION

93%

93%

%EU citizens see the climate 
crisis as a »serious« problem

 EU citizens change their behaviour 
to fight the climate crisis
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behaviour to achieve a critical mass of citizens 

who adopt climate compatible measures on an 

individual level.

 •  More good news is that there are increasing 

calls for measures that are not directly re-

lated to ambitious climate policies, but do 

have a positive environmental effect, such 

as the demands for more pedestrian zones in 

urban areas, to create more recreational space, 

or the call to reduce working hours to a four-

day-week.9 

 •  The increasing support for such measures also 

indicates a general shift in the mindset: 

Many people are now prioritising the 

quality of their life over the quantity of 

goods they can accumulate. Having enough 

time for friends and family, doing something 

»meaningful« for society (be it helping out the 

neighbours or volunteering work), and appre-

ciating that a liveable environment is far more 

valuable than material wealth alone. People 

recognise that it makes no sense at all to spend 

part of their growing personal income on miti-

gating environmental effects—buying face-

masks and air filters to be able to cope with air 

pollution, or buying bottled water and water 

filters, because of impure tap water. 

 •  Climate-smart behaviour is progressing 

and becoming a very important factor 

for general behaviour of citizens in many 

of our societies. While, in the past, it might 

have been a status symbol to own a big car, to 

eat meat every day, or for young people to fly 

to Barcelona for a weekend, nowadays many 

citizens (from the same privileged groups) 

would choose carsharing instead, or would 

tend to opt for a vegetarian/vegan lifestyle 

and travel by train to their holiday destination. 

The term »flight shame« that is being bandied 

about at the moment is a good illustration 

of this marked shift where environmentally 

compatible rather than environmentally 

harmful behaviour is now associated with 

social rewards. This shift occurred within just 

a few years. 

 •  It is encouraging to see that so many people 

are independently adopting a new lifestyle. 

However, when it comes to having an impact 

on a larger scale, it is important to provide 

and promote socio-ecological solutions as 

the »new normal« in all areas of life. Eco-

friendly food (organic, regional, vegetarian/

vegan, unpackaged) has become available in 

most European countries and the market for 

other sustainable goods is also beginning to 

grow (household items, clothes, cosmetics). A 

mobility shift has begun (new focus on bikes/

cargo bikes, public transport and trains) and 

communities are already showing their support 

for climate-smart »energy citizenship«, sustain-

able construction and community gardening 

projects. But much more can still be done to 

scale up these initiatives. And in some areas, 

socio-ecological alternatives are still only avail-

able to a very limited extent (e.g. green banks, 

bonds and insurances or electronic devices).

 •  Last but not least, we have seen during the 

Covid-19 crisis that societies are very flexible 

and that the majority of citizens can rapidly 

adopt new routines. If social distancing and 

wearing masks can become an—albeit unplea-

sant and inconvenient—»new normal« within a 

few short weeks, why should it not be possible 

to get used to biking through a car-free city 

centre to our community garden, where we can 

enjoy a sunny Friday off work with friends and 

family? The good news is that such changes 

often result in a snowball effect: People tend 

to mimic the habits of others, particularly 

neighbours or friends, when those habits 

seem to be socially appreciated. Ultimately, 

as more and more people use trains instead of 

cars, or become vegetarians, they will create 

sustainable social norms, which will inspire even 

more people to tag along, thus generating an 

upwards spiral towards a greener future.

But what about…

…the fact that less privileged parts of society might 

not be able to afford climate-compatible products 

(organic food, e-cars, solar panels for their own 

houses) etc.?

The way forward: Ecological consumption  

is cheaper

Socio-ecological consumption and behaviour must 

be possible for everyone. There are four ways to 

ensure this—some of which can be organised on 

an individual level, and others, which require more 

support: 

 1.  First and foremost, consuming less costs 

less. In terms of eating habits, it is also health-

ier to consume less meat and dairy. Many 

manufactured goods should also be provided 

on a cost-saving rental basis—goods such as 

power drills or sewing machines which are 

typically used for just a few minutes a year, or 

cargo bikes.

 2.  Second, long-lasting and repairable pro-

ducts are cheaper than ultra-cheap t-shirts, 

irreparable smartphones or washing machines 

that stop working just as the warranty period 

expires. Of course, the individual is powerless 

to facilitate this change: Communities should 

offer affordable rents for »repair cafes«, and 

eco-design directives prescribing that products 

must be reparable finally have to be enforced. 

A national or European legislative framework 

(»right to repair«) would also boost the options 

for and affordability of sustainable consumption. 

 3.  Third, online and offline second-hand shops 

offer cost-saving, sustainable alternati-

ves—especially for goods such as kids clothes, 

which are only used for a few months. 

 4.  Fourth, subsidies for eco-products must 

be assessed regarding their distributional 

effects: Is it only possible for house-owners to 
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profit from feed-in tariffs for solar photovol-

taic, or can everybody join a cooperative inves-

ting in renewable energies or use a renewable 

energy instrument for tenants? Is it better 

to subsidise e-cars, which even at the slightly 

lower price are still only affordable to a mino-

rity, or trains and (cargo) bikes? 

 In many cases, the most socially just solution 

is also that which will help limit the climate 

crisis best.

But what about…

…the argument that the discourse about limiting 

consumption is dominated by individuals in wealthy 

countries who already have everything and now 

want to prevent others from consuming in the 

same manner?

The way forward: A discourse led by the  

Global South

 •  The change to a socio-ecological lifestyle is not 

a development that is exclusive to rich indus-

trialised countries. In fact, many of the dis-

courses in the West are based on concepts for 

alternative development paths that come from 

the Global South, such as »Buen Vivir« from 

the Andes or »Ubuntu« from Southern Africa.10 

Around the world, younger people in particular 

are very worried that their generation and the 

generations to come will inherit an uninhabit-

able planet. This drives them to search for sus- 

tainable alternatives. In the end, we gain noth-

ing if we enable maximum consumption 

for a limited number of wealthy citizens 

around the world, who just happen to be 

born in this generation.11 Instead, we should 

focus on ensuring a good life for all members 

of society, and for our children and grand- 

children.

  

•  A sustainable economy will also provide us with 

new services, new products and new economic 

development opportunities—without the negati-

ve consequences of the »old« economy. If count-

ries decide to stick to the old consumption and 

production patterns, they will lose the competiti-

ve edge and diminish their chances of improving 

living standards and quality of life.

But what about…

...the potential social consequences of individual 

choices to limit the climate crisis and preserve the 

environment for the world economy? 

The way forward: Reorienting global trade

 •  Changing individual choices would certainly 

have an impact on the global economy, and 

although the intention is to save the planet, 

there may be some unwanted effects, such as 

job losses in the flower industry in Kenya which 

was the result of the promotion of the purchase 

of locally grown flowers in the UK, for exam-

ple. Climate policies are complex, this has never 

been disputed, and, as a result, challenges like 

this may arise when the objective is to make 

•  Changing behaviours to achieve more 

sustainable ways of living on an individual 

and local level are becoming our reality—

starting with increased awareness of personal 

accountability to a shared sense of belonging 

and acknowledgement of the indispensable 

connection between human beings and their 

environment. 

•  From supranational to subnational, from go-

vernmental to individual levels, this chapter has 

outlined numerous tools and instruments 

that we already have at our disposal, be it 

in the form of an energy cooperative or indi-

vidual consumption choices. Let us use them 

wisely and stop defining carbon dioxide ma-

nagement as a global dilemma. 

•  It is time to understand the language of nature 

which, translated into numbers, means keeping 

the rise in global temperature below 1.5°C. We 

need to make sure that this is at the heart of 

our political, economic and individual de-

cisions to save our planet and create bet-

ter jobs, reduce inequalities and improve 

quality of life for everyone. 

 What are we striving for? 

policies inclusive and just for all generations 

and regions. Alternative development solutions 

are needed, providing for decent social and en-

vironmental standards that prevent businesses 

from relocating their ecological footprint away 

from their national economies and benefiting 

from cheap labour abroad at the same time.12 

 •  Apart from the flower example mentioned 

above, why would Kenyans export fruits and 

vegetables to the UK or elsewhere when their 

government has just announced a state of 

emergency because of a lack of food? Covid-19 

has once again shown us that we have come 

to a point when we really need to gear 

domestic production towards domestic 

demand and create more resilient local com-

munities, instead of simply continuing along a 

globalisation path that does not benefit every- 

one equally and where the right to employ-

ment is defined as a benefit. 

 •  After all, as highlighted at the start of this 

Chapter, social and ecological issues are 

not mutually conflicting, but arise as a 

result of a long-established unjust econo-

mic model. We only need to look at the textile 

industry, which enables us to consume huge 

quantities of textiles at ultra-low prices, some-

thing that is only made possible by the poor 

wages and working conditions in production 

facilities in Bangladesh and other developing 

countries. Free movement and allocation of 

capital has not been followed by adequate tax-

ation and redistribution policies which would 

ensure everyone benefits equally. And while 

many argue that the jobs are an opportunity 

and a source of income for many workers in 

these countries, should we still allow for a job 

to be defined as an opportunity rather than a 

fundamental right? In a democracy, this shift 

can be achieved with the help of the institutio-

nal power that trade unions have acquired over 

the years and can guarantee better alignment 

of social and ecological progress in society. 

https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter15.pdf
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ipcc_wg3_ar5_chapter15.pdf
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Democracies are best suited to ensure effective  
and just climate policies. And, conversely, with  
ambitious climate policies, we can also protect  
our democracies.

7 
Mutual
Benefits of
Democracy 
and Ambitious 
Climate Policies

But I’m freezing! Love,  
I definitely think our old  

electricity was better.

I’m so excited that we’re getting our electric-
ity entirely from renewable energy sources 
now. Let’s hope this regional pilot project will 
encourage the national government to change 
their energy policy.

Debate about the correlation bet-
ween countries’ political systems 
and policymaking has been a persis-
tent feature in the field of climate 
change. In this chapter, we will first 
describe how our democratic socie-

ties are threatened by the climate 
crisis today. And secondly, we will 
go on to argue that it is precisely 
these democratic systems that are 
so very well suited for the develop-
ment of effective climate policies.
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  The Covid-19 crisis, which fostered authoritarian-

style decision-making procedures, led to funda-

mental rights being infringed, caused economic 

distortions and increased social injustices, seems 

like a prelude to the recurrent state of emergency 

we will have to face when the climate crisis fully 

unfolds. This will not be something we have to 

cope with for just a few months, but for more cen-

turies than we care to imagine. 

During the Covid-19 pandemic we also saw how 

debates representing the diverse needs and opin-

ions of many different interest groups, which are a 

typical asset of democratic systems, almost came to 

a standstill. When crisis hits, public and media 

attention remains heavily focussed on this 

one single topic. Skyrocketing rents, the gender 

pay gap and other social concerns, which used to 

dominate the headlines, almost completely disap-

peared from public discourse.

 The good news is that democracies are especially 

well suited to deal with the climate crisis, as we will 

show in the next section.

Part I: Ambitious climate poli-
cies stabilise our democracies.

To preserve the democratic and pluralist sys-

tems we fought so long to establish, it is vital we 

act on the climate crisis. During times of crisis, 

democratic decision-making processes tend to 

be suspended and personal freedom often res-

tricted. The executive is required to take swift and 

far-reaching decisions, for example when forest 

fires rage across a country, millions of climate refu-

gees arrive at a nation’s borders, or when electricity 

production fails because of water shortages leaving 

hydro dams, nuclear power plants, and coal-fired 

power stations struggling to operate. In such sce-

narios, there is no time to discuss countermeasures 

with opposition parties in parliament, to prepare 

expert hearings, to wait for the results of opinion 

polls, or even for the next elections to show the will 

of the true sovereign, the citizens. 

 •  Our democracies are based on compromise 

but this reaches its limits when circum-

stances render it impossible to respect 

the needs and fundamental rights of the 

whole population: It is not possible to adhere 

to the principle of »leaving no one behind« 

when the population of an entire capital city 

has to be evacuated, or when millions of people 

have to be resettled due to sea level rise. No 

state budget has enough funds to provide 

sufficient compensation for all the groups 

effected by the climate crisis over the 

decades—marginalised members of society 

who have to rebuild their houses after a major 

storm, farmers facing repeated crop failures 

or firms going bankrupt having invested in a 

harbour on a dried-up river (see also Chapter 1, 

page 16).

Part II: Democratic systems are 
well suited to develop and  

implement ambitious climate  
policies.

Statistics show that there is a strong correlation 

between democratisation and environmental 

policies: Fully developed democracies score 

much higher in international ratings of am-

bitious energy policies than authoritarian states 

(a picture that is often skewed by some prominent 

counterexamples, such as the US and Australia).1 

The Aarhus Convention regulating »access to in-

formation, public participation in decision-making 

and access to justice in environmental matters« 

has been signed almost exclusively by democratic 

states.2 Even on an individual level, people 

with a preference for authoritarian values 

show (on average) less concern for environ-

mental issues.3 

This correlation can be explained by three features 

of democratic systems: a) freedom of expression, 

b) inclusive policymaking and c) a higher degree of 

transparency. 

a) Freedom of expression:

 •  While people living in autocratic states 

depend on whether or not their authorita-

rian leaders decide that global heating is 

a problem,4 as citizens of democratic states we 

have access access to numerous ways of express-

ing our political will, and as more and more 

citizens acknowledge the impacts of the clima-

te crisis, democratic governments are pus-

hed to act. In a global survey, almost 70 per 

cent of respondents emphasised that »if their 

governments do not act now to combat clima-

te change, they will be failing their citizens.« 

And almost 60 per cent said, »they would be 

put off from voting for a political party whose 

policies do not take climate change seriously.«5 

Of course, authoritarian leaders do not have 

to pay as much attention to such opinion polls, 

or, indeed to petitions, mass demonstrations or 

school strikes (if such instruments of political 

expression are even allowed).

 •  In a democracy, there should be no »us and the 

government«. The role of democratic institutions 

is to ensure that public facilities meet citizens’ 

needs, including young people, who can’t yet 

vote, but whose say still matters. Democratical-

ly governed societies provide institutionalised 

mechanisms for adequate participation and 

representation. Thus, it is the mandate of the 

governing bodies and institutions to provide  

an environment that makes it possible for a 

sustainable shift to happen. There is an increas- 

ing trend, evidenced by the many individual 

and collective citizens’ initiatives, of growing 

awareness, particularly among young people, 

of the need to create an infrastructure allowing 

for carbon-neutral solutions that are both 

environmentally compatible and beneficial to 

human society. 

b) Inclusive policymaking:

 •  As a partner of the citizens, a democratic 

state does not need to reinvent the wheel 

but can embrace civil society initiatives 

and proposals that were designed to meet 

citizens’ needs. Best practice examples initi-

ated by a) communities, b) parties c) NGOs and 

citizens’ initiatives or d) cooperatives can easily 

be scaled up. In a democracy, these subna-

tional actors have the freedom to experi-

ment, i.e. they don’t have to wait for instruc-

tions or for approval from »above«, and they 

play an important role in channelling informa-

tion about successful projects to the state, or 

even to institutions at an international level.

 •  Cities and communities play a dual role 
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their province), or who want to use their skills 

on a voluntary basis. While citizens’ movements 

focusing on climate action have been on the 

rise for many years, 2019 saw unprecedented 

support for new (mass) movements, such as 

»Fridays for Future« or »Extinction Rebellion«.

 •  Trade unions can help to foster social-eco-

logical innovation in individual companies 

(such as energy-saving measures in the ope-

ration of specific machines), in whole sectors 

(such as the shift towards more sustainability in 

the German chemical industry), or in society as 

a whole (such as advocating for a reduction in 

working hours, which has positive environmen-

tal co-benefits). As described in Chapter 1 (page 

27), in many cases, the trade unions of today 

are allies striving for just ecological tran-

sition, standing united behind the slogan 

that »there are no jobs on a dead planet«. 

In fact, countries with higher levels of unionisa-

tion actually have lower per capita carbon foot-

prints.7 Thus, workers and employees having 

a say is not only a necessity from a democratic 

when it comes to innovative climate projects: 

First, communities try out new approaches, 

which can be reproduced on a national level 

and beyond. Second, they provide a space in  

which citizens can experience self-efficacy 

and learn to have confidence in their own 

ability to change things for the better. Many 

social democratic mayors are fond of support-

ing initiatives for the citizens by the citizens 

that ensure social-ecological policies are in 

place, in a manner that benefits everyone. The 

broad range of instruments which can be used 

by communities to limit the climate crisis, has 

been described in Chapter 6 (see page 112). 

Of course, it is easier for communities to im-

plement progressive regulations if their local 

politicians have a say in the matter. This is why 

many communities expand their competencies 

again by remunicipalising utilities. In Hamburg, 

for instance, a successful referendum initiated 

by the citizens pushed local government to buy 

the city’s energy grid back from one of Germany’s 

biggest energy companies, which largely relied 

on coal and nuclear power, and to embark on 

a transition towards renewable energy and 

sustainable heating systems.6 Likewise, the city 

of Skopje recently decided to remunicipalise its 

waste management.

 •  Parties: As political leaders in communities 

and provinces, party representatives can 

also implement innovative projects on the 

ground—and thereby prove to voters and their 

political opponents in government that they 

can provide better solutions. It is very encou-

raging to see that more and more social 

democratic parties are embracing the idea 

of ambitious social and environmental 

policies, including the collective effort to con-

front the climate crisis. More and more social 

democrats are fighting for ambitious climate 

action to protect the values we stand for—so-

cial justice, solidarity with marginalised groups 

in our national societies and on an interna-

tional level, and a liveable future for our chil-

dren. We can see evidence of this around the 

world: Bernie Sanders setting up a dedicated 

»climate platform« for his US presidency cam-

paign, Frans Timmermans’ Green New Deal 

for Europe, the current shift in Germany’s SPD 

advocating for a mobility transformation, and 

the ambitious election manifesto of the social 

democratic party of North Macedonia, to name 

just a few. As described in Chapter 1 (page 26), 

these social-ecological concepts are not new to 

social democracy, but they have become more 

important over the last few years—sometimes 

because politicians realised the social impacts 

of the climate crisis, sometimes because they 

realised that failing to support climate action 

would lose them voters as the citizens’ concern 

about the climate crisis sharply increased. 

 •  NGOs and citizens’ initiatives: Together with 

communities, NGOs and increasingly also 

citizens’ initiatives are becoming drivers 

of ambitious climate policies around the 

world. While small initiatives might gene-

rate local best practices, exchange between 

established climate NGOs about best practices 

takes place on the national or even internatio-

nal level—making sure that successful mobility 

projects developed in Bogota are also imple-

mented in Berlin, for example. In democratic 

societies, NGOs not only act as »watchdogs« 

continuously placing political decisions under 

scrutiny, but in many countries also act as part-

ners to decision-makers, providing politicians 

with innovative ideas or studies. While established 

NGOs often have long-term supporters and 

professional staff to rely on, citizens’ initiates 

have become attractive to people fighting for 

a specific cause (for example, against the con-

struction of a new coal-fired power plant in 

perspective, but also when it comes to having 

the power to change society for the better 

from below.

 •  Cooperatives are the fairest and most effective 

format supported in strong democratic societies 

to ensure inclusive and progressive climate poli-

cies from an economic perspective (see Chapter 

6, page 117). Here, it is important to note that 

cooperatives work much better in a democra-

tic context, where citizens are able to freely 

participate in established projects. Very few 

cooperatives have been set up (in a top-down 

manner) in authoritarian states.8

What is unique for projects initiated by communi-

ties, parties, NGOs, citizens’ initiatives or coopera-

tives in democracies is that it only takes a small 

number of people to lead such progressive 

initiatives and bring them into the public 

arena. Active citizens, committed to social impro-

vements for all are devising solutions to localise the 

production of food, textiles and energy (to name 

just a few examples) in an innovative, powerful and 

accountable manner. The collective action we are 

seeing on a local level today, which is also adequa-

tely supported by the local or national government, 

will benefit the generations of tomorrow. The 

democratic tools of public participation and inclu-

sive decision-making processes allow for ideas and 

changes, underpinned by a bottom-up structure, to 

be proposed and implemented by active citizens, 

who should, with the support of city planners, 

engineers and other experts, be able to co-shape 

a sustainable future for their community. Therefo-

re, communities deserve to be given the chance to 

experiment and decide for themselves on the best 

solutions for a sustainable future, on the basis of 

the Paris Agreement and the 2030 Agenda. All the 

positive experiences of community projects so far, 

local, sustainable and climate-compatible energy, 

food production and transport projects are a vital 

part of this process.
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  •  Subnational actors also contribute to evi-

dence-informed decision-making: Represen-

tatives of citizens’ initiatives can, for example, 

bring a successful project to the attention of 

their MP during one-to-one meetings, or NGOs 

can explain in a hearing why a certain idea 

failed. A good example of this process of chan-

nelling information upwards is the »grassroots 

climate plan«, which collects and evaluates 

numerous ideas for reducing CO2 emissions as 

quickly and in as socially fair a manner as possi-

ble.9 

 •  In democratic welfare states, the circum-

stances of marginalised groups are factored 

in from the outset when new policies are 

introduced. Thus, there is a higher likelihood of 

climate policies being designed in a way that 

ensures more social justice and prevents social 

gaps from widening (as we have seen in Chap-

ter 1, page 16).

 In contrast, the »top-down« decision-making 

style of authoritarian regimes often fails: 

Authoritarian leaders are more likely to adopt 

climate strategies quickly—without much prior 

debate among cabinet members, the parliament 

or the public. However, even if these strategies 

look good on paper, their implementation is 

often hampered, because the needs and capacity 

of subnational actors have not been taken into 

account. Communities might not have the qualified 

people or the interest in implementing strategies 

that have nothing to do with the realities on the 

ground.10 In these regimes, experts have limited 

influence when new policies are being formulated, 

and there is neither regular exchange with repre-

sentatives of civil society, nor open discussions with 

constituents. As a consequence, there is no process 

ensuring the applicability of policies before they 

are implemented.

 •  In authoritarian regimes, there are also fewer 

examples of best practice developed: Commu-

nity leaders often have neither the political 

freedom, nor the available finances to test 

innovative climate policies. They may also have 

no motivation to do so because the reappoint-

ment of their political advocates depends not 

on their popularity among the voters, but ra-

ther on the whims of the authoritarian leader. 

And if citizens’ initiatives or independent NGOs 

are not even allowed to exist, they evidently 

cannot establish any best practices at all. 

 •  In authoritarian regimes, there is also a higher 

risk of corruption and inefficiency ren-

dering climate strategies obsolete on all 

levels. With public discourse and media free-

dom severely restricted, corruption and fraud 

can flourish. If it is possible—and cheaper—to 

bribe an auditor, for example, then the filters 

in coal-fired power plants will remain switched 

off. And if judges base their decisions on the 

size of the envelope they receive »under the 

table«, then that auditor will never be held 

accountable. Last but not least, if independent 

journalists do not have the freedom to uncover 

such scandals, then climate strategies might 

continue to look good on paper—but emissions 

will not be reduced.

 •  Of course, there are cases of fraud and corrup-

tion in democratic societies too. The activities 

of lobbyists in particular are frequently a cause 

for concern—and many of these organisations 

oppose a shift towards a sustainable future. 

However, statistics show that established demo-

cracies have significantly lower levels of cor-

ruption—for the simple reason that such cases 

can be exposed by the independent media or 

whistle-blowers, and because politicians known 

to be corrupt can be voted out of office.11 This 

is especially important for the implementation 

of climate and other environmental policies, 

which can only work if implementation is secu-

red on every level; i.e. if companies or car dri-

vers violating pedestrian zones cannot »bribe 

their way out« at the expense of everyone else.

 •  From a social democratic perspective, it 

is important to promote precisely these 

features of our democratic systems: Free-

dom of expression, inclusive policymaking 

as opposed to top-down decision-making, 

as well as anti-corruption and transparency 

have all been high on the social democratic 

agenda—essentially since the birth of social 

democracy. It is therefore very good news 

that these very features of our govern-

ment systems provide an ideal framework 

for the formulation of ambitious climate 

policies.

But what about… 

…the concern that democratic systems, which have 

the ultimate aim of settling on a good compromise 

for all interest groups, cannot deal with the climate 

crisis because you can’t make political deals with 

the earth’s atmosphere? Should we not set up citi-

zens’ assemblies to tackle the challenge?

The way forward: Public consultation as an 

addition to established democratic procedures

Democratic decision-making processes take time, 

and, when it comes to the 1.5°C target, time is not 

on our side. That said, as shown above, democratic, 

participatory decision-making is simply more ef-

fective in the long run and is certainly an element 

we want to enshrine in a social-ecological future. 

For many social democrats and progressive citizens, 

new tools of direct democracy are very appealing, 

but establishing them would also take time. It is 

simply not feasible for us to wait for the implemen-

tation of political reforms first, and then prepare to 

act on the climate crisis—because by then the 1.5°C 

target will most certainly be out of reach.

So, what is the solution? 

 1.  First, as demonstrated above and in Chapter 

6, our current representative democratic 
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systems are perfectly capable of dealing 

with the climate crisis, provided that po-

liticians use all the instruments they have 

at their disposal (just as they did during the 

Covid-19 crisis). 

 2.  Second, instruments of public consultation, 

such as citizens’ assemblies or commissions, 

can be a very good addition to established 

political processes, but must not replace 

them. Two positive examples would be the 

referendums held in North Macedonia in 

2016 about the opening of new gold mines,12 

and, in Ireland (and subsequently also in the 

UK and France) the establishment of citizens’ 

assemblies which developed recommendations 

for limiting the climate crisis.13

 3.  Third, because we cannot negotiate with our 

climate, compatibility with the Paris Agree- 

ment has to be ensured from the outset. 

»Coal commissions«, for example, should bring 

all relevant stakeholders together to discuss a 

socially just exit strategy by a certain date that 

is in line with the 1.5°C target—while the pha-

se-out date itself cannot be negotiable (see 

also Chapter 1, page 28). 

 4.  Fourth, we should address today’s prob-

lems using the instruments and resources 

we have right now—and we should ne-

ver give up. Even if certain countries do not 

adopt CO2 reduction targets in line with the 

Paris Climate Agreement in 2020, the public 

awareness is still there, the pressure is rising, 

and monitoring instruments are available. If 

a coal phase-out date fails to take the 1.5°C 

target into account, it will have to be renego-

tiated. If not this year, then next. 

But what about...

...ensuring an adequate level of representation of 

all citizens in bottom-up policymaking processes?

The way forward: Shaping a social-ecological 

transformation together

 •  Many climate projects not only benefit 

marginalised groups (as shown in Chapter 1, 

page 16) but are also developed in colla-

boration with them—in doing so strength-

ening their sense of self-efficacy and encou-

raging them to participate more actively. The 

social democratic aim of increased participation 

of less privileged groups is an integral part of 

these climate projects: Numerous communi-

ties provide social funds for climate projects 

implemented by less well-off citizens, such as 

the Rhein-Hunsrück county in one of Germa-

ny’s poorest rural regions. In the Polish town 

of Słupsk, energy-efficient light bulbs were 

installed in homeless shelters not only for, but 

by the homeless themselves, for example. And 

community gardens established in marginalised 

neighbourhoods around the world in collabo-

rative initiatives with the citizens have not only 

had positive effects on individual health and 

wellbeing, but also improve social cohesion and 

enhance the »sense of community«.14 

 •  While not every citizen or member of a commu-

nity is interested in or has the time to partici-

pate in decision-making processes, even in the 

most democratic societies, it is still vital that we 

strive to ensure our democratic societies open 

up further and provide the tools and mecha-

nisms that will encourage and enable every-

body to shape our social-ecological future. 

New concepts lowering thresholds for active 

citizenship should be scaled up, such as the 

social innovation platform SynAthina created in 

Athens to facilitate consultation and engage-

ment with citizens, community groups and civil 

society initiatives with a view to finding solu-

tions to urban problems that can be shared and 

discussed with local government, the business 

community and political leaders.15 

But what about…

...the notion that some environmental NGOs are 

more interest oriented than citizen oriented?

The way forward: A key actor for ambitious 

climate policies

 •  The NGO sector plays a vital role when it comes 

to tackling issues of vested interests and cor-

ruption as it fights to make sure that citizens’ 

voices and interests are heard. Yet, this does 

not make all NGOs immune to corruption and 

does not stop some of them from representing 

vested interests, especially during a time when 

greenwashing is becoming a real threat. As 

Canadian author and social activist Naomi Klein 

has suggested, NGOs sometimes do more harm 

than good, especially when they are not able  

to act truly independently but rather depend 

on the financial support of governments or 

lobbyists. However, the democratic tools and 

mechanisms for promoting good gover-

nance at all levels are capable of tackling 

such negative externalities. Moreover, these 

tools can prevent one rotten apple from ruin-

ing the image of an entire pillar of society, a 

pillar that breathes life into climate crisis adap- 

tation and mitigation, while also pursuing the 

humanitarian aspect. Environmental NGOs have 

played and continue to play a key role in pursu-

ing a sustainable future for all. The abundance 

of great initiatives, be it on a local level like the 

SynAthina platform or an international level 

like »Fridays for Future«, are only possible 

thanks to a civil society that is a strong and 

powerful actor and participant in democratic 

decision-making processes. 

But what about… 

…the difficulty of securing broad acceptance for 

specific climate policies—for example, people pro-

testing against windmills being constructed in their 

neighbourhood?
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The way forward: Overwhelming support

 •  There is considerable support among citi-

zens for the adoption of ambitious climate 

policies (see Chapter 1, page 7, and Chapter 

5, page 94). In representative democracies 

such as ours, this is sufficient backing for 

ambitious action. Not every policy has to be 

discussed and fully approved by every citizen. 

It is astonishing to see politicians asking for 

universal support for the adoption of ambitious 

climate policies, while acting against the will of 

the majority in other political fields (support-

ing Free Trade Agreements, for instance). If 

the wellbeing of so many citizens and the 

functioning of our democratic system are 

at risk, politicians also have the mandate  

to lead—this is why they were elected for, 

after all.16 

If the state shies away from this duty and burdens 

citizens with the decision about how climate-com-

patible they want their lives to be, two negative 

effects will come about:

 1.  A widening gap in society: If the atmosphere 

at the Christmas dinner table is ruined because 

of discussions over vegetarian alternatives to 

turkey, or if villagers end up battling in court 

for years over a new windmill, we risk creating 

a divided society. 

 2.   Socially and environmentally aware citizens 

feeling cheated: Many people want more 

guidance from the government, because they 

simply don’t have the capacity to base every 

decision on prior research into social, labour 

and environmental standards, and then weigh 

those standards against the convenience and 

the price of a product.17 These citizens, who 

are ultimately benefiting all of us by adopting 

a climate-compatible lifestyle, also get frus-

trated when the state fails to prevent other 

members of society from ruining our common 

future.

  •  While there is no need to convince each 

and every citizen of climate and other 

policies, a balance between inclusive de-

cision-making, enhanced by elements of 

direct democracy, and politicians leading a 

country must be found. Here, intermediary 

actors between the government and the 

individual citizen can play an important 

role.

  •  Last but not least, it is vital that we 

enable those concerned to co-shape 

their future in a positive way: If peo-

ple are given the opportunity to invest in 

windmills in their community (for example 

as a part of a cooperative), and have a say 

in where the windmills should be placed, 

then opposition to such projects becomes 

support.

But what about… 

...the neoliberal doctrine pushing our states to prio-

ritise (short-term) economic decisions over citizens’ 

wellbeing and environmental concerns?

The way forward: We need a social state  

anyway!

 •  Putting environmental concerns to one 

side, we need to rethink the role of our 

state, and return to democratic systems 

that put the wellbeing of their citizens 

and a healthy environment at the heart of 

their actions. To put the interests of the peo- 

ple, not economic interests, first has been one 

of the main aims of social democracy for deca-

des. National development policies need to be 

designed to look beyond election cycles and 

place sustained priorities on the political agen-

da for the long term. 

•  In a democracy, you are the change you 

want to see when it comes to tackling the 

climate crisis! Let’s harness the potential of 

engaging millions of citizens around the world, 

not only to build a social-ecological future, but 

also a more inclusive one, taking up the social 

democratic call to strengthen the voices of the 

disadvantaged. There are many ways to hear 

these voices—in citizens’ assemblies, at protests, 

during (school) strikes or in neighbourhood 

projects.

•  Instead of the climate crisis undermining 

the foundation of our democracies, let us 

empower citizens, communities, cooperati-

ves and NGOs to shape our common future 

together. 

 What are we striving for? 

 •  As Covid-19 measures were being implemen-

ted, states around the world demonstrated that 

they were capable of acting when the lives of 

citizens were at stake—even against economic 

interests. We put people’s health first, especially 

that of vulnerable groups, such as the elderly 

and sick, even though this meant months of 

total economic shutdown. So, looking at the cli-

mate crisis, the argument that a certain action 

»is not politically feasible« because short-term 

economic interests are more important than 

the lives and wellbeing of the people, has cer-

tainly lost credibility. Now, we must make sure 

that the recovery packages needed in the wake 

of the pandemic are driven by green and social 

innovation that will prioritise the wellbeing of 

the many, instead of the few.

https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/06/01/democracy-is-the-answer-to-climate-change/
https://foreignpolicy.com/2016/06/01/democracy-is-the-answer-to-climate-change/
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-04/earth-day-2020-ipsos.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-04/earth-day-2020-ipsos.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-04/earth-day-2020-ipsos.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-04/earth-day-2020-ipsos.pdf
https://www.ipsos.com/sites/default/files/ct/news/documents/2020-04/earth-day-2020-ipsos.pdf
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Ambitious climate action and social progress must go 
hand in hand. What is more, the climate crisis under-
mines the social progress and democratic development 
achieved over the last decades.

In this manual of arguments, we scrutinise the seven 
most important topic areas, in which social and en-
vironmental concerns are—mistakenly—often played 
out against each other. We present arguments sho-
wing that ambitious climate policies can, in contrast, 
help us to build fairer and more social societies.


